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PREFACE 


The author of this book which contains three life 
sketches of spiritual sadhikas is Revered Pravrajika 
Ajayaprana Mataji, one of the senior most sannyasinis 
of our Order. Herself an adept and sincere Sadhika 
she has come in contact with innumerable spiritual 
seekers both in east and west and knows her subject 
thoroughly well. 


The three pen pictures which she has drawn here are 
so vivid and moving, one feels the living presence of 
all the three sadhikas quite intensely. When | started 
reading Kurooramma | could not keep it back until | 
finished the last page of the book. | hope all the read- 
ers too will enjoy the spiritual company of these 
sadhikas immensely and gain a lot of spiritual experi- 
ence also. 


Pravrajika Amalaprana 
General Secretary, 
Ramakrishna Sarada Mission 
Dakshineswar, 

Kolkata - 700 076 
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KUROORAMMA 


By Pravrajika Ajayaprana 


The old man was dumb-founded. He could not 
believe his own eyes. Was this a dream - he could not 
ascertain. “My boy, that old bamboo pole is broken and 
decayed. There is nothing left inside it, all eaten away by 
white ants. Please, please my child, don’t climb further 
up.” He shouted in frenzy. “Shhh, don’t disturb me shouting 
like this: Iam very busy” - the voice echoing the music of 
the universe came floating down to the old sage’s ears: “I 
can’t waste my time in listening to your blabber. Today, 
you know the illustrious sage Vilwamangal has graciously 
consented to visit our house and bless poor Kurooramma. 
Ihave to pick these beans and make some oil preparation 
for him. It is already late.” The hands were busy looking 
for the pods among the leaves. The saint looked on 
helplessly. His head was in a whirl. Is it possible that 
Vishnu, etemally immersed in Yogic contemplation, reclining 
on the serpent Ananta in the Milky Ocean, is standing 
underneath this withering creeper in the guise of a 
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Namboodiri boy? But, venerable sir, it is possible and it 
has happened as you are a witness to, now. The sage was 
trembling with fear and suppressed anxiety. “My goodness! 
Look at those bamboo posts serving as props for the 
creeper. They are all dead, dead, dead. Only the decayed 
skeleton of a bamboo, a mere apology of a once-strong 
support remains. And this lovely child is clinging to the 
broken bits putting his whole weight on them in order to 
raise himself to reach the topmost beans. Certainly those 
crumbs of the bamboo will be crushed in a moment pulling 
down the Essence of the Universe into the dust and dirt. 
That tender body will be reduced to a pulp by the weight 
of the heavy creeper. My God! What am I to do?” The 
old man’s heart moaned and whined. He stood rooted to 
the spot because when he tried to lunge forward he found 
that his feet refused to move. Suddenly the real significance 
of the strange behaviour of the conchs flashed through his 
mind. He wept, “O Lord, now I understand the full import 
of that incident, why you chided me then. Millions of 
pranams at your Holy Feet for showering so much grace 
on this humble servant.” 


* * * 


The little bride who came from the ancient family of 
Porayannoor was not strikingly beautiful, but possessed 
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an exceptional charm and grace which endeared her to 
everyone. The general impression was that she was very 
intelligent, smart and had a simple straightforward, loving 
heart, completely dedicated to the Feet of the Lord Sri 
Narayana of Guruvayoor temple!. The condition of 
Kuroor I[lam? when Nangema entered its portals was very 
deplorable indeed. The house was an old dilapidated one 
nestling quietly at the foot of the Adat Hill which rose up 
high into the blues. One morning the Namboodiri, 
Nangema’s sole support in life quietly succumbed to death, 
leaving his wife in lurch. Poor Nangema in this wide world 
was alone. Disconsolate and desperate, she sought refuge 
at the feet of the Blue Beauty with the flute, standing in her 
pooja room, “O Krishna, you are my all in all, none else, 
none else. Please graciously grant this slave protection at 
Thy sacred feet”, she sobbed and prayed. People of today 
will find it difficult to understand the extent of the misery 
and barrenness of the life of a Namboodiri widow a few 
centunes back. It was a life of enforced asceticism, constant 
vigils and fasts, seclusion from social contacts and 
deprivation of all kinds of joy and mirth. 


As days rolled by, Nangema’s life settled into a 
steady routine. Unconcerned about the happenings in the 


'A very famous temple near Thrissur in Kerala. 
2 or, Mana — the house of a Namboodiri Brahmin. 
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outside world her whole heart got centered on the one 
thing, the Lotus feet of Lord Krishna. The Divine Babe of 
Devaki occupied her whole inner being. Incessant 
entreaties and supplications from the widow’s gnef-stricken 
heart reached the feet of the Great Lord. The beatific 
glance from His compassionate eyes shed luster and cheer 
in the distressed soul of the devotee. She began to spend 
the major part of her waking hours in the thoughts and 
service of Her Lord. Still a gnawing pain tormented her 
always. She could not rest satisfied by this programme of 
pooja and meditation alone. She wanted to have a full 
and perpetual vision of the Cowherd of Vrindavan. Her 
whole being pined to get Him as her constant companion 
and guide.She engaged herself in intense tapasya with this 
one end in view, putting herself to even extremes of physical 
torture, abstaining from food and sleep and other 
necessities. The Great Lord was slow in responding. Time 
flew quick. Days rolled into months which in their tum 
formed into years. She was living alone. Everybody, else 
in the family was away. 


It was a very hot day insummer. There was no male 
member in the house. The servant Shankar also had gone 
home to see to some personal affairs as he got some respite 
from his duties in the illom. Kurooramma was sitting in the 
verandah of the inner courtyard repeating the name of 
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Narayana. Hark! What is that sound? Footsteps drawing 
near! Who comes to our place now walking in this scorching 
sun? My goodness, he looks like a weary traveller, a 
Brahmin! Nangema felt a tug at her heart. The guest has 
come exhausted, thirsting for a drink of water. Yes, there 
he is calling. ‘Aye, is there nobody inside? Can I get a 
tumbler of cold water to drink? This is a Namboodiri. 
Oh, What a dreadful heat!”’The antarjanam? could hear 
the man dropping his bundle and palm-leaf umbrella on 
the ground, panting and gasping for breath. She felt like a 
caged bird, pangs of sorrow and helplessness smiting her 
inside. What could an antarjanam, and that also a widow, 
do at this juncture? It was inconceivable in those times for 
a Namboodini widow to stand in the proximity of a man, 
not to speak of serving him. She was imprisoned by the 
fetters of those horrible customs and observances which 
prevented a person even from giving water to a dying man. 


Suddenly a small boy rushed into the house and at 
one bound took the water-pot and reached the wayfarer. 
“Who is this little boy?” Kurooramma wondered. A 
musical voice was pouring solace into the weary heart of 
the stranger. “Here is nice cool water. Please drink this 
and soothe your throat. You can have as much as you 


*A female of the Namboodiri Brahmin community. 
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want. Wash your face and feet also and be refreshed. 
You will get relief from this terrible heat. This beautiful 
water is from our own well.” The bell-like tones sent a 
thrill through the body of the woman. The traveller 
expressed his gratitude! “My boy, may you be blessed by 
Lord Guruvayoorappan. You are the star of good fortune 
of this house.” The nectar-like water gave him satisfaction. 
A wave of renewed energy flowed through his veins. The 
boy looked on with a winning smile. “Oh, how tasty is this 
water, just like ambrosia. I feel strong now. I think Ican 
walk a hundred miles at one stroke. Very well, now I'll be 
able to reach Gruruvayoor before sun-set and attend the 
Sandhyaarati*. His face beamed with pleasure. ‘Oh, yes,” 
the boy rejoined, Of course you can reach the temple 
before dusk. It is only a question of fourteen miles. There 
is no need to hurry also. The Arati> will take place only 
after you reach there. I can assure you. Take your own 
time and walk along the shady path.”” The soul-enthralling 
words of the strange boy fell like a soothing balm over the 
heart of the pilgrim. The sound of “Narayana, Narayana” 
falling from his lips grew fainter and fainter as he turned his 
steps to the west. In a trice the boy had come inside, 
placed the water-pot face downwards in its own place 
and gone out of sight. 


“Evening worship. 
> Vesper service. 
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Nangema was flabbergasted. Was this all a dream, 
or had a boy really come to rescue her from her sad 
predicament? What a sweet-looking lad! Who was this? 
‘O boy, come here’, Nangema came out to the outer 
courtyard and looked around. No sign of the child. She 
felt a little afraid. Was it then a mere apparition or a 
concoction of her own imagination, immersed as she always 
was in the thoughts and dreams about the Blue Boy of 
Vrindavan? This is very strange. She was sure that she 
saw the boy giving water to the thirsty wayfarer and the 
man departing with words of gratitude and blessings on 
his lips. She could not find a way out of this riddle. Anyway, 
her heart felt elated and happy that in this moment of crisis 
timely help came in the most unexpected manner. All due 
to Krishna’s grace! Her heart whispered, ‘My sweet little 
boy, whoever you are, may you live long to be a blessing 
to your parents and to the world. Lucky parents to have 
such a precious child!” 


From that day onwards the winsome little boy became 
a regular visitor in the house and a constant companion 
and a very zealous and cheerful assistant to Kurooramma. 
Every morning when she came out of her meditation the 
first sight that met her eyes was the bright little boy standing 
on the doorstep silhouetted against the golden glory of the 
morning sun, ready to do any bidding of the lady. From 
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the moment he came he kept himself busy with this or that 
self-imposed duty-like picking flowers for the Puja, 
washing and arranging the vessels for worship, cutting 
vegetables and helping in the small kitchen with many odds 
and ends. What a vivacious and lively boy! Many a time 
on the first day Kurooramma questioned the boy about 
his parentage and family-lineage, but every time he evaded 
the question pretending to be busy with some work. 


One day Kurooramma caught him. She asked the 
boy, “Well, my child, tell me your name.” Casting a winning 
smile at her, the boy replied, “Oh, people call me by all 
sorts of names like Unni, Kannan, Kanu, Kanhaia, 
Narayana and the like. You can call me Unni. Actually my 
name is Narayana.” The mother-heart of Kurooramma got 
filled up with affection and gratitude. She murmured, “My 
sweet little Unni, whenever I look at you I am 
overwhelmed. I feel that Ihave known you since a long 
time.” The melodious voice affirmed the statement. “Yes, 
yes, every person I come across tells me the same thing. 
They say Iam nota stranger to them, that they have known 
me always.” Kurooramma shot a look at him but was 
surprised to see only perfect candour and open sincerity 
written on that charming face — not a vestige of vanity or 
hauteur. With a smile the lady said, ‘Naughty boy!’ , but 
her curiosity had been aroused. “‘Now, tell me, what is 
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your family name? I don’t think I have seen you before.” 
“My dear Kurooramma, why do you bother about all those 
unnecessary particulars? You simply look upon me as your 
own son. I will be always nearby. Whenever you want 
anything just give a loud call, ‘Narayana’, and I will be 
with you.” The lady was not to be put off so easily. “But 
this is strange indeed. I am quite certain that there is no 
male child of your age in Chemmangat Mana*®. Also, I 
haven’t heard of any new family moving into this area 
recently to settle down in the neighbourhood,” the lady 
mused. But the boy’s remark put a stop to her reflections, 
“Come on, mother. Let’s not waste our precious time in 
such purposeless discussions. The sun has almost gone 
down. Please hurry up. Go and have your wash. It’s 
time for me to leave.” More and more questions and riddles 
came rushing up in the old woman’s mind demanding 
solutions. Suppressing them Kurooramma turned her steps 
towards the tank. The mere thought of the charming boy 
sent waves of ecstasy through her body. Perhaps there 
was some link, running down from hoary antiquity, between 
herself and this darling child. 


* * * 


6 A very wealthy Namboodiri family in the same village of Adat. 
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Shankar brought the news. Sri Vilwamangal, the 
renowned saint, the favourite devotee of Lord Gopala of 
Guruvayoor had come down to Kerala and was living in 
the Brahmaswam Matham/’ at the Thrissur town, only six 
miles from the village of Adat. Kurooramma’s heart missed 
a beat. The devotee whispered to herself; “Can I invite 
that saintly personage to my humble dwelling for a 
Bhiksha®? Vilwamangal was not an ordinary Sannyasi?. 
He was constantly revelling in the real presence and 
company of the Darling of Nanda’s home, the Divine 
Cowherd of Vrindavan. It is not proper to postpone or 
hesitate to act when a desire to perform auspicious things 
is born in the mind. Without caring to think about her 
financial condition or about the propriety of a helpless 
widow inviting for Bhiksha the great Vilwamangal, the living 
embodiment of Tapasya" and spiritual power, she sent a 
letter through Shankar. The sage was free for the moment 
with no important engagement in hand. So he readily 
acquiesced to the devoted woman’s appeal. An auspicious 
day was fixed, then and there. 

7 The special place where the Namboodiris who came as 
visitors to that district, stayed 

8 Feeding a Holy man or monk. 

> Monk or holy man. 


© Austerity. 
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Kurooramma’s joy knew no bounds. She was raised 
to adream-world. Her heart sang and danced. Our Unni 
was standing close by when Shankar brought the news. 
He was highly pleased that the venerable saint had 
condescended to bless this little cottage with his august 
presence. He is reported to be a very famous person, a 
big man. Still he has agreed to accept this beggarly woman’s 
hospitality. What a generous heart! The little mind tried to 
envisage the greatness of the famous saint. He seemed to 
be overwhelmed by apprehensions and anxieties along with 
Kurooramma as the full implications of the great 
responsibility dawned upon him. He sat down on the 
ground. Suddenly a cloud of perplexity spread over his 
face. “Then, Shankar,” queried the boy. ‘Perhaps it is 
true what we hear about the Swamiar"' that he is a very, 
very big person. I am afraid that when he enters our tiny 
house his head may hit the top of our door-frame. You 
see our front door is so narrow and small.” It was a very 
serious doubt. Kurooramma rebuked him, ‘Look here, 
Unni, don’t pass such funny remarks on eminent 
personages like the Swami. What silly questions are you 
putting forth? Stupid boy! Do you think that a big man 
means being big in stature, tall, fat, broad? A big man isa 
man greater than ordinary people like us in intelligence, 
puntty, large-heartedness, wisdom, spirituality and the like. 


'! Saintly person 
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Understand?” ‘“‘Oh-ho, is itso? That’s fine. My idea was 
completely different. All right.”. “Vilwamangal is a 
celebrated devotee”, Kurooramma’s eyes grew dim with 
reverence and humility. “Sir Krishna of Guruvayoor is 
always at his beck and call. It is said the Lord comes in 
person and sits before him to accept the Puja when 
Vilwamangal performs the worship. Don’t you think such 
aman is really big?” Unni could not be easily convinced. 
He brought forth an argument: “Oh! Only because of these 
traits he is considered big, is itso? But, then I don’t think 
this makes him really big. Now, see, whenever you call 
Narayana or think about Him, your Narayana at once 
rushes to you. Hence, how can he have a higher status 
than you, mother? It is queer how these grown-ups 
measure greatness” — he murmured. Kurooramma ran to 
him and clapped her hand over his mouth to prevent him 
from uttering any more such blasphemy, “Unni, this is too 
much,” she spoke in a grave voice. “Enough of such 
nonsense. Where is the world-renowned Vilwamangal 
Swamiar, the favourite Bhakta of Guruvayoorappan, the 
ascetic of ascetics, and where is this ignorant unfortunate 
widowed antarjanam! How dare you utter the two names 
in the same vein? Go out and play. Don’t meddle with the 
serious things we elders are busy with.” But Unni was 
adamant in his stand. He said, “All right, all right, little 
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mother. If your Swami is great, a devotee, part of 
Guruvayoor Krishna, let him remain so. Iam not concerned 
about that. But I can’t go out and play as you say. Here 
are some very important affairs which demand my attention 
and presence. Now, to be frank with you, I would like to 
know about the preparations we have to make for 
entertaining the darling of Krishna.” With a resigned attitude 
he leaned against the pillar and waited. Only two days 
more and so many things to be looked into. 


The three of them — Kurooramma, Unni and servant 
Shankar sat for a conference. Various aspects were dealt 
with step by step. The sage will arrive exactly at the 
appointed hour. These great personages are very particular 
about punctuality. After his ablutions and preliminary 
meditation he will enter the shrine. By that time all the 
accessories of worship must be ready there in proper 
order. ‘I understand that Vilwamangal always asks for a 
large quantity of various flowers for Puja. Shankar, how 
are we to provide them?” Kurooramma expressed a 
difficulty. “In our compound there are only a few flowers 
like the Tulasi, butterfly creeper, jasmine and hibiscus. What 
are we to do?” The boy had a ready strategy, “Don’t be 
anxious about this small item. Flowers I can bring in 
abundance. Only two days back I saw a good number of 
beautiful flowers of different colours and shapes blooming 
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on the other side of the hill. The neighbouring compounds 
also abound with innumerable flowers. Basketfuls will be 
in the shrine before the Swami enters it.” After a pause, 
“But, here, [have a doubt.” And he sat with a far-away 
look in his eyes. Some naughty idea was brewing in that 
fertile brain. With a laugh Kurooramma asked, “Now, 
what is Unni’s doubt at this point?” “No, no, nothing of 
much importance. Still....” Another pause, “You see I 
was wondering about one thing. Gunivayoorappan is very 
fond of Tulasi leaves. Everyone knows that. Then, why 
should His favourite devotee need sixteen or seventeen 
types of flowers for doing Puja to that God? Please don’t 
mind. Only this tiny doubt came up in my mind, that is all.” 
The bright eyes of the lad sparkled with merriment and 
mischief. Kurooramma held him close and said. “Unni, 
you should never allow such doubts about great men to 
enter your mind. They are famous people, real blessings 
on humanity. They ever remain close to God Almighty. 
We, poor little worms crawling in ignorance and worldliness, 
can never aspire to understand the significance of their 
actions, habits or thoughts. So, mind you, never again 
pass such silly judgments on people like him.” “Very well,” 
innocently he agreed. “Now, let’s turn to the important 
problem in hand.” With a grave face he began to busy 
himself with the task of washing and cleaning the outer 
courtyard. 
18 


The great day arrived. Nangema got up earlier than 
usual and went to the temple tank for a dip. But, surprise 
of surprises! Today the big lady of the wealthy Chemmangat 
Mana is already in the tank and she has almost finished her 
bath. This is strange. Nangema was astonished at the 
hurry and scurry with which the venerable lady of the rich 
house was wiping her body. Daily she used to come very 
late, only after Nangema had finished her bath. But today 
some very important function must be taking place in their 
house, but nothing was heard so far. Anyway, Nangema 
also is in a great hurry today. There is no time to think 
about other peoples’ affairs. So Kurooramma got down 
the steps along the farthest end of the ghat. She made her 
usual three dips and was rising up to dry her hair when a 
thunderous scream and shout from Chemmangattamma 
struck her dumb. “What have you done, Nangema? You 
have defiled me spattering water on my body. You saw 
with your own eyes that I had already finished my bath.” 
Sparks of fire flashed from the lady’s eyes. Kurooramma 
shrank into herself, terrified beyond measure. As her own 
dip was over she was clean and pure herself. So, there 
could not be any question of her defiling the lady even if 
some water splashed on to her body inadvertently. Then 
why all this fuss? Fearing her sudden outbursts 
Kurooramma always took care to see that she finished 
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her wash before the lady of Chemmangat made her 
appearance. Whenever they happened to be together in 
that tank, Nangema kept herself to the farthest end of the 
ghat so that the other lady might not be inconvenienced. 
‘Still, if today due to my negligence I have committed 
something wrong.’ She begged to the Lord, “My Lord, 
forgive me.” The shouting and scolding had not ceased. 
“What audacity? Now that you have polluted me I have 
to get down again for another dip. Otherwise how can I 
prepare food for the Swami’s Bhiksha?” What! Swami’s 
Bhiksha! Where? At Chemmangat? How can it be? Were 
her ears deceiving her, or what she heard was really true? 
There was one and only one great Swami in the 
neighbourhood and he was coming to her own house. Then 
why this? A storm began to rage within Nangema. And 
before she realized it, a question came out of her, “Which 
Swami?” “Ah-ha, you have selected a very appropriate 
time for gossiping. Kurooramma, why do you deliberately 
pick up a quarrel with me? Today you have come fully 
prepared to launch an attack.”” Kurooramma winced at 
this thrust. “What an impertinent question! Which Swami? 
As if there are hundreds of Swamis in the vicinity for us to 
pick and choose from to invite to our home! If you are so 
ignorant; then hear it from me now — the great Vilwamangal 
is coming to our home today for Bhiksha. Are you satisfied 
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now?” She plunged into the water. The irrepressible anger 
surging out from within her created billows all over the 
tank. Kurooramma was petrified. The lady again shouted, 
“Yes, no wonder if some people burn in jealousy seeing 
prosperity and plenitude in other people’s homes. But 
Nangema, I am telling you, such malicious attitude and 
deliberately planned attacks will do no good. Even God 
will not be able to tolerate it.” Has the thunderbolt fallen 
on her head? The hands busy with drying the hair stopped 
inert and lifeless. Chemmangattamma somehow completed 
her washing and drying the hair and stamped out of the 
tank-shed shaking the whole earth with her angry steps. 
Kurooramma was crushed and beaten. With a broken 
heart and tired limbs, she walked heavily towards her Mana. 


Unni saw her form a distance. Why is mother walking 
at such a slow pace when so many things remain here 
undone? Did she have an accident in the tank when she 
hurried through her bath and has she sprained her ankle? 
No, no something else is amiss. Her very slow heavy gait 
shows that something untoward has happened. He ran to 
her side shouting, “Why are you moving like a snail? We 
have to make haste. So many things we have to finish. 
Dawn is already breaking. If you are not quick, all the 
articles will not be ready before Vilwamangal arrives. 
Perhaps he has already left his abode.” “Yes, that is 


21 


correct, Unni. He may have started by now. But his 
destination is not this house, but Chemmangat.” Sobs 
choked her and she could not proceed. All the pent up 
feelings broke their bounds and covering her face with her 
hands, she sobbed like a child. Unni edged close to her 
and putting his tender arms around her neck drew her face 
to his. The woman clung to him as a drowning man would 
to a piece of drift wood. Unni held her tight, placing his 
face close to hers, cheek to cheek. Pouting his lips he 
feigned annoyance. He whispered. “Darling mother, please 
stop crying. You see, I can’t bear to see your tears. It 
breaks my heart.” He tightened his arms around her body 
which was shaking under paroxysms of uncontrollable grief. 
His fingers were wiping the tears flowing profusely from 
her eyes. “Mother, that Swamiar has given us word that 
he will come here today. I can’t imagine how such a great 
person can act against his promise. It should never happen. 
If he is so mean and low-minded as to so easily break his 
word, then certainly he is not great as he is said to be. 
And, if he is not really a pure and exalted personage true 
to his word, there is no meaning in our entertaining him in 
our place also. But mother, take my word, if Vilwamangal 
is really a holy and enlightened person, he will have his 
lunch at Kuroor and not at Chemmangat today. It is quite 


22 


certain. Believe me. Look, now get up, dry your tears 
and let us start the preparations.’” Something in the tone of 
the boy tinged with authority and power thrilled the heart 
of the lady and gave her confidence. His soft fingers 
caressing her head and back, his firm but sweet voice 
pouring life-giving words into her ears and the proximity 
of the tender body to her own burning one — all these 
together revived her spirit, instilling hope and cheer into 
her own shattered heart and enveloped her in a mantle of 
peace. Light-hearted and hopes restored, she got up and 
was soon busy attending to the numerous details connected 
with the great reception. 


* * * 


The Swami was to start his journey soon after sun- 
rise. It was only the previous evening that the letter of 
invitation from the highly affluent house of Chemmangat 
came to his hands. The illustrious family was well-known 
for its long unsullied history of piety, generosity and 
upnighteousness. The eldest of the house and Vilwamangal 
had been boyhood chums. It was a long time since they 
had met each other, as the course of their lives had taken 
different directions when they grew-up into manhood. Now 
when a fine opportunity had presented itself the old 
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Bhattathiripad, head of Chemmangat Illom, had invited the 
now venerable sage for a Bhiksha. The Swami also was 
very happy when he received the letter and readily agreed 
to go. Inhis enthusiasm and joy the promise he had already 
given to Kurooramma quietly slipped away from his mind. 


Morning ablutions, Suryanamaskar'’etc over, the 
Swami is now ready to start for Adat. He is very happy at 
the prospect of meeting his boyhood friend again. There 
are some special things to be kept ready when Swamis 
like him start on a trip. The ceremonial umbrella, water- 
pot, lamps etc, all are ready and properly arranged. The 
palanquin also is at the door. Now as a signal for the sage 
to come out the conch has to be blown. Its sound echoing 
the Primeval sound of OM will announce to the world at 
large about the departure of the Swami. “Let 
Parameswaran blow the conch’, came the command from 
inside the Math. Parameswaran, the man on duty that 
day, took in large volumes of air into his lungs and putting 
the beautiful reddish conch to his lips blew it out with full 
force. The escaping air spread out in the atmosphere, but 
what is this? No sound was coming out. Another more 
powerful blast of air was sent out- the whole process gone 
through so perfectly — but to no purpose. The exasperated 


'2 Morning exercises facing the Sun. 
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young man gave a third trial, but today, strangely enough, 
Parameswaran’s conch was adamantly keeping silence. 
He tried on the other conchs, but to no avail. Then 
Kuttiraman and Velayudhan were called in. They tried 
their hands at it. The conchs were in some conspiracy in 
non-cooperating with the humans. The people were 
nonplussed. The auspicious hour will soon pass. The 
Swami also began to get restless. News of this strange 
behaviour of conchs was reported to him. The Yogi was 
shocked. He knew that this was a punishment for some 
fatal mistake he had committed. Closing his eyes he 
withdrew his mind from the external world and dived deep 
into his within probing the deepest recesses of his heart for 
enlightenment. Then in the dark silence of his being was 
heard a soft musical voice: ““Vilwamangal, it is astonishing 
that, enamoured by the wealth and prosperity of 
Chemmangat and driven by your desire to meet your 
boyhood friend, you forgot your plighted word. Truth, 
you know, is My real nature, and you have trampled it 
under your foot, attracted as you were by social prestige 
and inflated by spintual vanity. After all, what do you expect 
to gain from Chemmangat at the cost of pushing My 
Kurooramma into depths of agony and despair?” The 
voice became silent and Vilwamangal realized his mistake. 
Pangs of remorse and shame smote his heart. He wept, 
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“O Lord, my sweet Krishna, I realize what a grave wrong 
I have done. Ignoring my promise to Kurooramma I 
accepted the wealthy zamindar’s offers of hospitality, thus 
causing intense anguish and pain to your devotee. You are 
now protecting her rights, I understand. At the same time, 
out of your immense love and compassion for this erring 
soul you are extending a helping hand to me, giving mea 
chance to atone for this sin. My Lord, I shall certainly do 
the needful to make amends for the injustice. I fall at Thy 
hallowed feet and pray for forgiveness and mercy.” 
Opening his eyes he jumped up and shouted: ““Today our 
Bhiksha is at Kuroor, and not at Chemmangat.” As if by 
magic, all the three conchs simultaneously gave out blasts 
of glorious sound bathing the whole world around in joy 
and peace. The procession stopped at the wicket-gate of 
Kuroor Illom. Vilwamangal stepped out of the palanquin 
and entered the courtyard. The soul-enthralling sight that 
met his eyes there was the one we saw at the beginning of 
this narrative. 


The tiny hands were busy hunting for the pods from 
among the leaves. The beans, on their part, pushed 
themselves forward through the gaps and openings among 
the entwining stems of the creeper, pushing and jostling, 
vying with each other to be the first to fall into those palms 
which held the fate of the fourteen worlds within them. O 
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beans, how fortunate you are! How quick and easy have 
release and Moksha came to you! Look at the Swami. 
Why, Venerable Sir, are you standing there stupefied? Do 
you feel afraid that the moth-eaten almost tumbled down 
bamboo posts will pull down into the dust the Divine 
beauty of Vrajabhoomi, unable to bear His weight? 


Again you have floundered. Clouded by your 
excessive love for Him, you have forgotten the age-old 
story. The ancient family of the bamboos had aeons before 
learnt a very important lesson direct from the Supreme 
Lord Himself. By keeping its inside absolutely empty, 
bereft of even the least trace of its own greatness, in utmost 
humility and self-surrender the ancient ancestor of these 
bamboo reeds laid itself bare and empty before those divine 
lips and cascades of heavenly music, the Primeval song of 
creation, flowed through its inside flooding the air of 
Vrindavan with eternal joy. Good sir, today the last 
descendant of that glorious line is swimming in heavenly 
bliss, caressing those Blessed Feet which in two steps 
measured the Universe. 


In receiving the Swamiyar appropriately with the 
ceremonial washing of the feet, waving the lamps before 
him etc. etc. Unni was in the forefront. The hair on the 
Sannyasin’s body stood on end. The lady of the house 
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was in bliss, blessed as she was by the gracious goodness 
of the sage. The Bhiksha went off well as it should. The 
sage was retuming home. 


Addressing the antarjanam standing behind the door, 
Vilvamangal said, “Mother, you are thrice blessed. Lord 
Vishnu Himself is frisking about in your little abode doing 
acts of service for you in the form of a Namboodiri lad. 
Due to my good fortune I also got a share in the great 
blessing. Mother, because of my ignorance and vanity, I 
caused you great anguish and sorrow. The Lord very kindly 
pointed out to me my folly and gave me timely help and 
guidance for rectifying it. I pray with all humility to the 
mother to forgive this lapse on the part of this ignorant 
son.” A thin voice choked with emotion came out from 
inside the house, “Venerable sir, what are you saying? This 
unfortunate woman has not done anything to deserve such 
praises from you. Everything is due to my little Unni. First 
when I heard that you had changed your plans and decided 
to have Bhiksha from Chemmangat my heart broke. But 
Unni consoled me. He was firm that your Bhiksha would 
be only from here. And surprisingly, what Unni predicted 
came to pass. By accepting Bhiksha from this humble 
home you have shown unbounded love and consideration 
forme and my family. Posterity through generations will 
reap the benefit. We are indebted to you forever. Iam 
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very happy and satisfied.” The Swami left back for 
Thrissur. 


* * * 


The pranks of the boy Narayana were daily on the 
increase, exploring fresh channels and discovering novel 
methods of expression. Sometimes they crossed all limits 
putting Kurooramma in embarrassing situations. Otherwise 
he was a very good boy, punctual in his daily work, 
meticulous in his behaviour and humble to a fault in service. 
As soon as the eastern horizon draped in orange robes 
welcomed the golden orb of the rising sun, Unni presented 
himself at Kurooramma’s door, fresh and tidy after the 
early morning bath, a neat white towel folded around his 
loins. The old lady would rush to take him in her arms and 
shower kisses on his smooth shining cheeks. Forgetting 
everything else she slid into a swoon — steeped in bliss, 
oblivious of her surroundings or the numerous chores lying 
before her through the whole day. And the boy also sat on 
her lap timid and modest, submissively enjoying the 
caresses. Who knows whether the star of Nanda’s home 
had even once allowed himself to be thus cuddled and 
fondled by the queen of Vrindavan in those golden days of 
yore! Slowly the boy’s tender fingers untwined her clasp 
awakening the old woman to external reality, fondly lisping 
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in low tones, “Ma, lam hungry. What will you give me?” 
A helpless pallor would spread over his face which roused 
up the old lady into agility and speed. The boy knows that 
sweet porridge is waiting for him inside the cupboard. 
Kurooramma’s porridge has always an extra sweetness 
of its own. One wonders if this isn’t the same boy who 
used to be fed by Mother Yasoda in ancient Vrindavan 
every day with thick cream and butter made by boiling 
milk for hours together, sweet and pure, in its whiteness 
putting even the moon-beams to shame, but who still 
brought grimaces on to his face to show his displeasure 
and dissatisfaction. He would even sneak into the houses 
of other cowherdesses in order to steal more milk, curd 
and cream! Here, after consuming the two spoonfuls of 
this old devotee’s thin porridge, the Eternal cowherd is 
now dancing and prancing about the room in uncontrollable 
joy and contentment. The whole universe throbbed in 
unison. Kurooramma was lost in bliss. ‘Well, well, why 
are you standing there like a statue? It is getting late, don’t 
you see? Come, we have to get things ready for the puja” 
—his voice shook her up. “Where is the basket?” “That 
Shankar happened to come upon some nice tulasi plants 
when he went to the western side yesterday. He took the 
basket to bring some leaves. I don’t know where he kept 
it afterwards”. And she began to search for it. In the 
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meantime Unni had already fished it out and mun outside. 
Shnil whistles and cooings imitating the birds, fond talk to 
the grazing cows and loud singing to the rhythm of the 
breeze showed the hilarious mood of Kannan engaged in 
collecting flowers. Altogether a festive mood. 


On some days he is a perfect gentleman seriously 
going about his self-appointed tasks with alacrity and 
correct decorum. A very strangely intelligent and lively 
child indeed! One day Kannan returned sooner than usual 
after picking flowers for the worship. Sounds were heard 
from the outer verandah where he was washing the puja 
vessels. Ah-ha, today things are serious. He is already 
back from collecting flowers. How quick and sure he is 
with his work! From whom did this tiny delicate child 
acquire this cleverness and ability to do all types of work 
so neat and beautiful? It is strange! He is really a wonderful 
boy. As her hands were busily arranging the vanous articles 
for the puja in the shrine-room Kurooramma’s mind was 
trying to find solutions to these questions. Suddenly Unni 
dashed into the room like a whirlwind. In his cyclonic dive 
the water-pot containing the pure water for worship was 
upset and water was splashed all over the place. “Unni, 
what have you done?” the old lady cried out. Not paying 
any heed to her outburst Kannan gave a twist and a whnill 
in the water forming a paste mixing it with the cowdung on 
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the floor, as if he were rehearsing the dance-steps he had 
practised on the numerous hoods of the serpent Kaliya, 
ages before, in Vrindavan. Droplets of cowdung water 
made dirty marks on the wal's of the room, the clean linen 
covering the lady’s body and also the face and the body of 
the idol of Lord Gopalakrishna on the altar. Kurooramma’s 
anger knew no bounds. This has gone a bit too far. Her 
whole body shook with grief and indignation. But she was 
horrified to see that unperturbed by her resentment the 
boy was still bent on performing more of his acrobatics. 
My goodness, too much of pampering has turned the boy’s 
head. His boldness has crossed the limits. It should have 
been nipped in the bud itself, but even now it is not too 
late. Seeing the mounting anger of the old woman Unni 
sent out peals of laughter and began to frisk and jump 
about the length and breadth of the room darting 
mischievous glances at her now and then. Kurooramma 
dashed forward to catch him but he evaded her. In this 
dancing race all the puja vessels were scattered pell-mell, 
the flowers crushed and trampled upon. Mud puddles on 
the uneven floor reflected the enigmatic smile on the face 
of the blue form standing on the pedestal in the shrine, a 
silent and interested witness to the caprices of the child of 
the universe. At last Kurooramma laid her hands on him 
and dragged him into her dark store-room. Ina frenzy of 
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fury she pushed Unni into the dusty corner and pressing 
his head on to the floor placed a huge earthen vessel above 
him. Her chest was heaving with suppressed passion and 
strain. She then started to clean the room and put the 
puja articles in order. An incessant flow of words came 
out of her: “Let me see what you will do now. I want to 
see if you will move from there without my permission. 
Ho! Such naughtiness and obstinacy, my God, and in such 
atiny child!” Like a submissive, obedient child Unni lay 
there rigid and still. Gradually whines and whimpers began 
to emerge from under the old pot. Slowly they turned into 
moans, groans and wails; “Ma, mother” - is the voice 
choking? - “From now on I will be a good, a really good 
boy — Mother — never again — I'll behave — so badly —I- 
I promise — My sweet, my dear little mother — please forgive 
me.” The Lord of Vraja who ages before balanced the 
Govardhan Mount on the tip of his little finger checking 
the fury of the thundering flashes and torrential rains is now 
lying huddled up helplessly inside an old woman’s earthen 
jar unable to get out! What a play of Maya! Or is it? 
“Even Brahman wails entangled in the meshes of Maya.” 
The piteous groans coming from the comer lacerated the 
heart of the devotee, but she steeled herself, determined 
not to be moved so easily. She tried to forget everything 
and went on arranging for performing the worship of Lord 
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Krishna. She sat down in her seat and closed her eyes. 
But, how strange! Everytime she tries to picture the Biue 
Boy of Vrindavan with the Jungle flute poised delicately 
between his finely chiselled fingers, a mischievous all- 
knowing smile hovering around the corners of the shining 
eyes, the garland of wild flowers dangling from his shapely 
neck and his body bent in three places and to install him 
within her, she is astounded to see that her heart takes the 
form of a dust laden old urn within which beams the picture 
of a small boy all huddled up with his sorrowful face placed 
resignedly on his knees, with his legs tucked under, groaning 
and whimpering, his eyes fixed hopefully and pleadingly 
on her face. The long- accumulated soot inside the urn 
has added some shades more to the natural Blue black 
tinge of his skin. The old devotee’s heart could bear it no 
longer. She rushed to the store-room and raised the pot. 
The naughty boy lay there still crouching in the same position 
and pleaded, “Can I get up? Ma, will you allow me?” 
Kurooramma gathered him into her arms and held him tight 
to her, asking for forgiveness. She placed him on her lap 
and fed him with juicy fruits and sweet porridge. The lovely 
little eyes brimming over with joy, understanding and 
contentment folded her entire being in thankful tendemess. 
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The Swamiar was plunged in deep thought. He 
couldn’t understand why things were happening today like 
this. Is it due to a lack of concentration of his mind or 
some omission or fault unconsciously committed by him 
during the preliminaries of the puja? Till now baby Krishna 
hasn’t made His appearance as has been His wont daily. 
This has never happened before. The saint felt that some 
wrong must have come to pass through him or some trace 
of ego might have raised its head within him and come out 
through a thought, word or deed of his. He pondered and 
pondered, but to no avail. Nothing was clear. Every time 
the cobra of vanity held up its hood inside him the wonder 
child of Nandagopa has, out of His infinite compassion, 
crushed it then and there and shown him the right path. At 
first the devotee’s heart rebelled and fought against this, 
but at last all the storm quelled, writhing in anguish, 
humiliation and defeat it lay there humbled, crushed, cleaned 
of all vanity and purified in love and devotion. O Lord of 
Guruvayoor! millions and millions of salutations at Your 
Holy Feet for this unbounded mercy on this humble 


devotee. 
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But, today it is really queer. Time is flying, and still no 
sign of the Lord. Since the last many years it had been a 
regular routine that as soon as Vilvamangal started his daily 
worship, Nanda’s son, the blue-bodied cowherd prince 
of Vrajabhumi, made his appearance before him with a 
beatific smile on his face, and accepted his service in 
person. The saint used to float on a sea of bliss when he 
placed the small round balls of rice besmeared with clarified 
butter and studded with salted tender mangoes into that 
tiny mouth which aeons before had put to fright and 
stupefied the queen of the Gopis by displaying within it, as 
on a screen, the whole panorama of creation endlessly 
going on. When shades of satisfaction were shown in the 
tiny eyes, the old man experienced ineffable joy, and 
creation as a whole swam in peace. Reflecting on all these 
the saint sat pensive and sad. Suddenly like a terrific 
cyclone the darling of the Bhaktas came dashing in. 
Everything about him was in complete disarray. His cloth 
had slid down trailing on the ground. With one hand he 
was hurniedly pulling it up to tie it around his middle, the 
other hand being engaged in removing from his forehead 
the long shapely curls which were vying with each other in 
their attempt to kiss his long-lashed eyes and well- 
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proportioned nose. Vilvamangal sat dazed:at this sight. 
What is this? Look, the entire'body of the child of eternity 
is covered in soot. Black has become blacker still. 


Pieces of cobweb were hanging down from and 
sticking on to his ear-lobes, eye-lashes, tip of the nose, 
shoulders and finger-tips. ““Why, my child, it seems you 
were kept prisoner in the dirty attic of some old dilapidated 
house, perhaps caught red-handed by someone amidst 
your mischievous tricks!” Smiling he teased the boy who 
timidly and with a guilty expression on his face sat on the 
Swamiji’s lap allowing himself to be rubbed off the soot 
by the snow-white linen of the sage. Affecting shame and 
humiliation he spoke in a whisper, ““You see, that old woman 
Kurooramma put me under her huge earthen rice-urn ina 
corner of her store-room. I could not get away till she set 
me free. That is why I am late today.”” What? Is it true or 
another trick from his inexhaustible stock? The Swamiyar 
couldn’t believe his ears. With mouth agape he looked 
closely at the cherubic face close to his, only to find utter 
innocence and pure sincerity written all over. He had been 
put under a decrepit old Brahmin lady’s rice-jar, incapable 
of getting out! Incredible! “Bhavagrahi Janardanah”. The 
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Lord of the Universe understands the inner working of 
beings! “To teach me this great truth the Lord had enacted 
this play using that old lady and this slave of His as pawns,” 
mused Vilvamangal. “O Gracious Lord of Guruvayoor!” 
— his heart prayed — “May you ever be merciful like this 
towards me, wiping off the least trace of ego or vanity 
from my within. This humble servant has been, by this, 
taught a lesson. How humble and submissive you are 
before your real devotees and how you enjoy being 
humbled by them. My Sashtangapranams” at Thy 
hallowed feet.” The puja proceeded without further delay, 
and both the Bhakta and Bhagavan were happy and 
satisfied. 
* * * 


This year the summer is extra ordinarily hot. In the 
red-hot rays emitted by the blazing sun the canopied vault 
of heavens has acquired a coppery hue. The aged Yogini 
was engaged in doing Japa inside the inner courtyard. 
Suddenly she was alerted by the sound of approaching 
foot-steps. She peeped out and was shocked to see the 
pitiable state of the visitor. It was an old Namboodiri. His 


3 Prostrations. 


hand was pressing down his stomach as if to prevent it 
from splitting open due to the dreadful pain inside. As 
soon as he reached the cool shade of the outer porch he 
dropped to the ground and lay there panting and perspiring. 
Kurooramma placed a water-jug outside the door and 
said, “Sir, please get up and wash your face, hands and 
feet with this cool water. It will refresh you.”’ These words 
of sympathy and consideration had a cooling effect on the 
scorched soul of the poor wayfarer. He did as bidden and 
felt much relieved. The antarjanam said, ‘““You seem to be 
a Namboodiri. Are you clean and pure? If not, go and 
wash yourself in the tank just on the other side of that 
wall.” The visitor went behind the wall and came back 
within a short time cool and refreshed after a dip in the 
tank. All the exhaustion and weakness were completely 
gone. He sat in the portico leaning against the pillar. Again 
came the mother’s voice from inside the house, “Look, 
walk along that eastern porch into the inner room through 
the side door. Everything has been served and the leaf- 
plate is ready for lunch. The preparations are very few 
and not much tasty or attractive. But it is Sri 
Gruruvayoorappan’s Prasad (food offered to the Deity of 
Guruvayoor), and hence it will do you only good.” In an 
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exasperated tone the guest cried out, “Oh, no, no, mother! 
I don’t want anything to eat. Ayyayyo, I can’t eat. All this 
help and affection you have showered on me is more than 
enough. I wish only to stretch myself for a while here, and 
then I shall go my way to Guruvayoor.” “Why, what is the 
matter?’ Kurooramma was surprised. ‘Has any physician 
prescribed abstinence from food or some special diet for 
you? Well, tell me what it is.”” The poor man almost wept, 
“No, mother. It is not due to any specific injunctions from 
some physician. It is only my Karma, my fate, nothing 
else. It is several years since I have had a full meal.” ““Well, 
then?” She was listening. ‘Mother, it is better to leave it 
like that. I have been suffering from a very severe pain 
inside the stomach the last many years. There is no medical 
man within an area of a hundred miles whom I have not 
consulted, but no one has been able to give me even a little 
relief from this killing pain. As a last resort I went to the 
venerable Narayana Bhattathiri also. He too couldn’t do 
anything to help me.”” Amazed at this the antarjanam asked, 
‘What! Did Bhattathiri also wash his hands off your case? 
That is strange. Well, what did he tell you?” In a voice 
choked with emotion the pilgrim said, “Yes, mother, 
Bhattathiri in clear terms told me that all this was due to 
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my Prarabdha Karma, the sum total of the results of the 
sins I have committed in this and my previous lives. He 
said no person on this earth can relieve me of this agony. I 
have to live with this till my last breath.” Tears rolled down 
unchecked from his eyes. For a short while there was no 
response from the lady inside the house. Suspense and 
silence. 


Suddenly the old woman’s consoling and faith-giving 
words came out: “My dear sir, let Bhattathiri say and believe 
whatever he likes. Here, take my word. If you eat the 
Gruruvayoorappan’s Prasad that I have served for you, 
believe me, put your trust in me, no harm will befall you. 
You will not have to undergo any consequent pain in the 
stomach.” Time stood still. Her words impregnated with 
sincerity and certitude kindled hope and faith in the heart 
of the poor man. Inspired by them and prompted by his 
terrible hunger he went inside. Sweet aroma from the freshly 
cooked rice greeted him. The pure hot rice on a clean 
leaf-plate with a little curry above it invited him to partake 
of it. Butter-milk on which floated green chilly pieces and 
lemon-leaves was kept in a tumble? to the léft of the leaf. 
On the other side was pure drinking water in another 
tumbler. On one comer of the leaf-plate glistened a spoonful 
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of porridge, the Prasad. Blind with hunger and attracted 
by this inviting scene, the Namboodin attacked the food 
and relishingly consumed everything upto the last grain of 
rice and dal. During those mad moments he seemed to 
have entirely forgotten his life-long friend, the stomach pain. 
Washing his hands, with a contented smile on his face 
expressing his heart-felt gratitude and debt to the lady the 
tired man spread his shaw] on the floor and lay down waiting 
for the arrival of his comrade, the pain. The cool breeze 
coming from the western sea rolled, rerolled and unrolled 
its folds in uncontrollable mirth and glee and this gradually 
reached the weary traveller in the portico, lulling him to 
sleep. Unaware of the passage of time the man slept 
soundly for full three hours, when he suddenly woke up to 
find the Lord of the day slowly reclining on the western 
sky. Hesitatingly the man touched the various parts of his 
abdomen, then slowly pressed it with a little force here 
and there, but it gave no response at all. His long-time 
companion and fellow-traveller, the pain in the abdomen, 
seemed to have abruptly left him forever. His middle 
remained calm and still. “Is it true that the pain is not 
coming? Has it gone, never to retum? My God! Can it 
really be possible? After this full meal the pain hasn’t 
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come.” He found it difficult to believe. But it was real, not 
a wishful dream. In a dazed mood he shouted “Mother, 
why doesn’t my stomach ache make its appearance? Is it 
possible that it won’t come back?” “Yes, it is possible. It 
will never come back”’, came the assurance from the house. 
Folding his hands in heart-felt devotion, awe and humility, 
the Namboodiri saluted Kurooramma from the outside and 
said, “Star of Kuroor, you are a veritable Goddess. You 
can never be an ordinary woman. My heart whispers that 
every word coming out of your lips can but come to be 
true. You are the special favourite of Lord Knshna. Before 
your firm will, love and faith even natural causes admit 
defeat. Mother, may I tell you the truth? Since the last 
thirty years I have been roaming everywhere carrying this 
back-splitting pain within me. Even Bhattathini, the 
illustrious saint and pet devotee of Lord Guruvayoorappan, 
washed his hands off me. But today my lucky star, the 
results of all the virtuous deeds I have done in my previous 
births, guided my steps to this door. Mother, all my agony 
and misery have melted in the pure juice of your faith and 
devotion. My God, even now I can’t believe that this has 
really happened. Holy lady of infinite grace and 
compassion, thousand salutations at your blessed feet.” 
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Unable to proceed further he stood there with tear-filled 
eyes. 


The lady’s soft voice, showering consolations and 
affection caressed him, “Namboodin, don’t go so far in 
praising me. I am but a poor ignorant woman who doesn’t 
know anything else than the Blue Beauty of Guruvayoor. 
Whatever has happened is only due to His grace. You are 
on your way to Guruvayoor. Well, go there and worship 
the Lord to your heart’s content. Offer at His Feet whatever 
you have to say.” Extending his humble salutations at the 
lady’s feet through a grateful look from his eyes brimming 
over with bliss, gratitude and relief, the Brahmin slowly 
traced his steps towards Guruvayoor. 


Kurooramma, who worshipped the Lord of the 
Universe in the form of a little child-Balakrishna -reached 
final realization through her intense devotion and sadhana. 
Here is a verse the old devotee used to recite and reflect 
upon constantly: “May this beautiful child of the colour of 
anewly-formed cloud, playing charming notes on his flute 
and who is, in fact, Brahman, the Ultimate Reality itself, 
known only through the Vedas — illumine my heart to its 
fullest extent.” 
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Kuroor Mana 


| Deities worshiped by Kurooramma 
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RABIA 


Hunger seemed to eat away even the very walls of her 
stomach. The intestines shrank and contracted like twisted 
metal, sending spasms of pain through her body. The whole 
body was falling apart. She became desperate. Something 
had to go in through her mouth immediately, otherwise the 
thin thread of life that had tied her limbs together would 
snap. She looked around. What? Her eyes bulged-out. 
Who came here silently now and placed this plate of food 
just inside her door? She could not believe her eyes, was 
it possible? Anyway, that was fine. Joy filled her heart. 
Darkness was swiftly creeping in. It would be better to 
light the lamp first and then eat the food that seemed to 
have appeared from nowhere. 


Crawling on all fours she dragged her feeble body to the 
corner and lit a lamp. But, alas! Within this ttme something 
had upset the dish, and the small amount of soup it contained 
now lay on the floor mixed with the dust. The plate was 
empty. “It must be that cat that is always prowling around,” 
she mused. “Anyway,” she consoled herself, “perhaps the 
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cat was hungner and so deserved the food more than me.”’ 
“Now let me appease the gnawing pain in my stomach by 
a mouthful of water,” she thought. It was a broken jar, 
with its upper half having disappeared long ago, that 
contained a little water. By then the lamp went out. There 
was no oil to keep it burning. While she was raising the jar 
toward her mouth it slipped from her feeble grip and the 
broken pieces lay all around her. Darkness outside and 
emptiness inside! 


This was too much for Rabia. She burst into loud sobs. 
For seven days she had been observing complete fast. 
Not even a drop of water had gone down her throat. Even 
sleep had been kept at a distance during her incessant 
repetition of Allah’s name and almost unbroken meditation. 
And, today, on the eighth night she was going to break her 
fast. Then this tragedy! A long sigh issued from the bottom 
of her heart. She wept, “My Lord, what are You doing to 
this helpless slave of Thine?” 


Suddenly a voice rang out, “Beware, Rabia. If you wish 
to, Iam ready to give you all the comforts and luxuries of 
the world. But along with that I will wipe off from your 
heart the last vestiges of your love for Me. Love for Me 
and the desire for the pleasures of this world won’t exist 
together in the same place. Rabia, you have a will, and I 
have a will. I shall not allow your will and My will to remain 
intermixed in the same heart.” 


47 


The devotee bent her head, accepting Allah’s will. Anew 
life and energy filled her whole being and she smiled. 


The Sufi Religion 


Sufism is a reformed version of the Islamic religion. Its 
followers believe in the One Entity from which this universe 
came into being. Sufism bears a close resemblance to 
Vedanta in some of its principles. 


The goal of the Sufi’s quest is to attain oneness with the 
Divine Essence. A Sufi who seeks God gives up this world 
and its temptations and keeps himself away from selfish 
motives. With eyes fixed firmly on his cherished goal the 
aspirant advances, inebniated and blinded by his ecstatic 
love for God. The madness of love and the fullness of bliss 
propel him toward an intense meditative mood. Filled with 
a joyous sense of freedom he reaches a very high state. 
Ultimately, entering a heavenly plane of consciousness or 
heavenly abode he attains to the realisation of the Almighty 
Spirit. By that the lover becomes one with the Beloved 
and gets melted into His Being. 


Swami Vivekananda spoke about the beatitude of this final 
state, the experience of oneness of the Sufis, quoting a 
Persian verse he was very fond of: 


There was a time when I was a woman and he 
was aman; 


Still love grew until there was neither he nor I; 
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Only I remember faintly there was a time when 
there were two; 


But love came between and made them one.””! 


It would be pertinent to give here a brief outline of the Sufi 
doctrine, which would help us to understand the life and 
teachings of Rabia a little more. The Sufis believed that: 


“*... man’s business is to eliminate, so far as may 
be, the element of Not-Being, and to attain that 
union with God, that absorption into the Divine, 
which though to be fully achieved only after the 
death of the body, is possible in a certain measure 
even in this present life. 


But how is one to overcome the element of Not- 
Being? 

By conquering self ... And how is self to be 
conquered? By Love. By Love and by Love alone 
can the dark shadow of Not-Being be done away, 
by Love and Love alone, can the soul of man win 
back to its Divine source and find its ultimate goal 
in re-union with the Truth.”? 


In Islam, it was when mysticism (Sufism) entered in this 
way, that women also got an opportunity to attain 


‘Inspired Talks, p.52. 
?"Rabia, the Mystic,” p.48. 
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sainthood. Of course, in no religion is there room fora 
distinction between man and womanat that stage where a 
relationship between God and His devotee is established 
as.stated above. Attar says, “The holy prophets have laid 
it down that ‘God does not look upon your outward 
forms.” So the title of “Saint” was bestowed upon women 
equally as with men, and since Islam has no Order of 
priesthood and no priestly caste, there is nothing to prevent 
a woman from reaching the highest religious rank in the 
hierarchy of Muslim saints. Rabia al-Adawiyya, or al 
Qaysiyya, of Basra was a mystic of the highest rank, in 
whom purity of character and the intensity of spiritual 
greatness found a glorious amalgamation —an envy to many. 


Birth and Childhood 


Historians say that Rabia was born in AD.717 as an offspring 
of a God-loving couple. She opened her eyes in a dingy 
little hut in which poverty and want were having a free run. 


There was no oil in the house to light the lamp, nor a piece 
of cloth or even a rag to wipe the tender limbs clean and to 
cover her with. The new-comer, born after three girls, was 
named “Rabia,” meaning, “the fourth.” The mother pleaded 
with her husband to borrow some oil from the neighbours, 
but he wouldn’t do that — the rule being that a true and 


3 Ibid, p.2. 
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pure Sufi should not beg from anybody other than God. 
The man was not willing to go against Sufi law. But weeping 
over his inability and helplessness in providing the barest 
and first needs of the new-born babe he slipped into sleep, 
tired and heartbroken. Then he had a dream. The Prophet 
Mohammed was saying to him, “Don’t be worried. The 
daughter born to you just now is a great saint. Seventy 
thousand of my community will come to her for blessings.” 
He continued, “Tomorrow you wnite a letter to Isa Zadhan, 
the Amir of Basra. He is obliged to offer me one hundred 
prayers every night and four hundred every Friday. You 
remind him that he ignored me last Friday. As atonement 
for that negligence, inform him on my part that he should 
give me 400 dinars earned through truthful means.” 


Rabia’s father woke up weeping bitterly. Following the 
instructions given in the dream he wrote a letter and sent it 
through an officer to the Amir. On reading it the Amir 
ordered, “God be blessed. The Prophet at least remembers 
me. As thanksgiving tribute to that special grace let 2,000 
dinars be distributed among the poor. Also give 400 dinars 
to that sheik. I do really wish to meet him. Though I would 
like him to come to me, it is not fitting that a person like 
him comes all the way to this place to meet me. Hence I 
shall go there and attain purity by striking my head on the 
threshold of that sacred door. Tell him this.” 
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Even with all this, that hut still continued to be the playground 
of abject poverty, heart-rending miseries and catastrophes. 
As Rabia grew up a little more, death stole the lives of 
both her father and mother. She became an orphan. Famine 
ravaged the whole of Basra. The little sisters of the cottage 
got separated from one another. 


One day Rabia was roaming about aimlessly along the 
street when a ruffian carried her away forcibly and sold 
her to a man for a paltry sum. The new master of Rabia 
relentlessly put her to hard labour. One day on the street a 
stranger followed her. Sensing danger she began to run. 
Unfortunately she tripped over a stone and fell flat on the 
road. Trembling and terrified she buried her face in the 
dust and wept, “O God, I am only an ignorant girl, helpless 
and alone in the world. No father, no mother, an orphan, a 
poor weak slave. I have fallen into great danger. My wrist 
is also broken. Even then I am prepared to look upon all 
of these as trifles if I could only please Thee. Please make 
me somehow understand whether You are pleased with 
me or not.” She then heard a voice, “Don’t fear, my child. 
Seeing your position on the Day of Resurrection even those 
who are sitting very close to the Lord will be astonished.” 


Rabia was very happy. Returning to her master’s house 
she began to perform every job he gave her with meticulous 
care and devotion, her body tiring, but her heart dancing. 
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She fasted during the daytime. The whole night she used 
to spend on her feet — not lying down even once — 
immersed in thoughts of God. Days went by. 


Release 


One day Rabia’s master woke up in the middle of the night. 
The world lay drowned in silence and darkness. But, to 
his amazement he found that his whole house was filled by 
a strange glow of brightness. ““What? From where is this 
bright light coming? What is this due to? Is that slave, 
naughty as ever, playing with so many lamps lighted at this 
late hour?” he murmured. 


Jumping up in irmtation he turned his steps rapidly toward 
Rabia’s room. Yes, yes, the glow became increasingly 
brilliant as he neared her door. What a waste of oil and 
money! Such a costly pastime for a slave! Who knows 
how long this has been going on? This is the last, anyway. 
But, as he reached the girl’s door he stopped and stood 
transfixed as if struck by a thunderbolt. 


The whole room was bathed in an ethereal lustre; in the 
midst of which stood Rabia, praying. with bent head. He 
heard her praying to the Almighty God, “O Lord of my 
heart, Supreme Ruler of the world! You know that the 
only thing dear to my heart is simple obedience to Your 
will. My eyes see light only in obeying You. If there were 
any way of arranging things as I wished I would have spent 
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every moment of my life in serving Thee with unswerving 
love and dedication. But Thou art pleased in keeping mea 
slave to acreature. All right, let Thy will be done.” She 
remained silent in prayer. 


The master standing outside the door witnessed a strange 
scene in the room. There was a lamp burning, just above 
her head. It was simply dangling from nowhere, with no 
chain attached to it from the ceiling. It was suspended in 
space, shedding a celestial brilliance all around and 
caressing the young devotee’s head with the soft gentle 
rays of its Divine Glory. 


We come upon this ‘sakina’ mentioned in many places in 
the Sufi texts — the light hovering around the heads of Sufi 
yogis, like a halo. 


Stunned at the wonderful, but unbelievable vision the master 
noiselessly retraced his steps to his own room. The rest of 
the night he sat on his bed immersed in deep thought. As 
day dawned he called Rabia and said to her, “I am releasing 
you from your bond of slavery.” He added that she was 
free to live in his house as a member of his household. 
Rabia’s heart gave a jump. She was beyond herself with 
joy. Allah’s mercy! But she requested her erstwhile master 
to allow her to leave the place so that she could live a life 
of her own wherever she wished. He agreed sadly. 
Immediately the young ascetic left the place and walked 
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straight toward the desert. She made a tiny hut there and 
started her life afresh. 


It is said that Rabia lived up to the ripe age of eighty years. 
Her biographers mention a large number of inspiring and 
instructive, thought-provoking and memorable incidents in 
her life story. We shall look at some of them. 


Pilgrimage to Holy Mecca 


Rabia had a desire to visit the holy shrine in Mecca before 
settling down to a routine life in the desert. She made a 
bundle of all her scanty belongings in a rag, placed itona 
donkey and got ready for the long trek. She and her 
companions had finished only half the distance of the long 
journey when Rabia’s emaciated donkey fell down dead 
on the desert sand. 


Some of the people in the caravan said, “Come on, we 
will carry your things.” But Rabia was not for that. She 
said, “No, no. Nobody need wait for me or delay their 
journey because of me. All of you please continue your 
trip. I don’t like depending upon any one of you.” Rabia 
depended directly and solely on God, not on His creation. 
Helplessly her companions proceeded toward Mecca 
leaving her there. 


Rabia was alone in the expansive desert stretching endlessly 
in all directions. She bent her head and prayed, “O Lord, 
is this the way that Kings treat a lone and helpless woman? 
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It was You who invited me to Your dwelling place by making 
such a desire sprout within my heart. But, now You have 
made my donkey die in the midst of this desert leaving me 
alone and helpless. Was it correct?” Before the prayer 
was fully over the donkey moved and stood up as if 
awakened from a stupor. Rabia placed her bundle on its 
back and resumed her journey. The story teller says that 
he actually saw the same donkey put up for sale in the 
market after a few days. 


After spending some days in the middle of the desert Rabia 
one day prayed, “O Lord and Master, something has been 
bothering me for some time. I can’t decide where I should 
go. [ama mere clod of earth. How can I know? But, in 
my eyes that building (the holy shrine of the Kaaba) is only 
a huge piece of rock. Here, here itself You must grant me 
your vision.” The prayer grew in intensity and fervour. In 
the end, the Lord whispered in her heart, ““O Rabia, when 
Moses expressed his desire to see Me, I scattered a few 
particles of My Majesty and glory on the top of that 
mountain (Sinai) as a result of which the mountain as a 
whole burst open and was smashed into pieces — by the 
mere touch of these few particles. You now be contented 
with holding on to My name; that is sufficient.” 


Another event of a later period — Rabia was on her way to 
Mecca. Half way through her pilgrimage she saw the 
‘Kaaba’ advancing in her direction to meet her. She said, 
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“Why are you coming this way? I wish to see only the 
resident of the house. What is the use of merely seeing the 
dwelling? I want to see that Person who has declared, ‘If 
one advances one step toward Me I shall take one hundred 
steps toward him.’ This Kaaba cannot exert any power 
on me. What joy can the beauty of the Kaaba bring to 
me?’ 


In the meanwhile Ibrahim b. Adham, a prince turned a 
saint on hearing a heavenly voice while out hunting, was 
on his way to Mecca to pay homage to the Kaaba. 
Fourteen years ago he had left home making his way to 
the Kaaba. Why such a long journey? At every prayer 
place he sang the ‘saki’ twice and only then proceeded 
further. After such a long arduous journey when at last he 
reached Mecca, the Kaaba was not there. He began to 
weep, “Alas, alas! What has happened to me? Is there 
anything wrong with my eyesight? I can’t see the Kaaba!” 
Then he heard a divine voice, “No, no. Your sight is all 
right. No defect or illness has affected your vision. What 
has really taken place is that the Kaaba has gone to meet 
a woman who is travelling toward this place.” 


Ibrahim trembled with indignation and jealousy. “What; is 
there such a person on this earth to see whom the Kaaba 
would go by itself? Where can she be?’ He started running. 
In the midst of the desert he met Rabia walking slowly 
from the opposite direction. The Kaaba turned back and 
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installed itself in its own place. Seeing this Ibrahim shouted 
in anger, “What is this, Rabia? Why did you cause so much 
trouble and confusion?” The saint quietly replied, “I didn’t 
do anything to cause trouble to anyone? It was you who 
was behind all this chaos. Didn’t you take fourteen years 
to reach the Kaaba?” “of course,” Ibrahim acquiesced, “I 
did. Yes, but what about that? I conducted all the prayers 
regularly and methodically all the way through. That was 
why it took me fourteen years to reach the place.” Rabia 
remarked, “You crossed the desert through ‘namaz’ 
(formal prayer); but I did it through ‘niyaz’ (spontaneous 
prayer rising from the depth of the heart).” After completing 
the pilgrimage Rabia retumed home and continued the usual 
tenor of her life. 


Proposals for Marriage 


A large number of proposals for Rabia’s hand in marriage 
came in succession. But she was not interested in them 
because she had the deep-rooted belief that only if one 
practised chastity in all its pristine purity through flesh, 
speech and mind could the search for God proceed 
uninhibited. Among the people who wished to get her as 
wife was the great Abd al-Wahib b. Zayd. He “was the 
founder of one of the first monastic organizations near 
Basra.”* He was a great ascetic and was well-known for 


4 Ibid p.10. 
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the sanctity of his life. He was a renowned theologian, a 
much loved preacher and he advocated solitude for those 
who were search in God. He was “the reputed writer of 
the verses declaring that: 


“The Ways are various; the Way to Truth is one, 


Those who travel on the Way of Truth must keep 
themselves apart.”> 


But Rabia rejected the proposal of that man with these 
words, “O man steeped in lust, go and seek out another 
lustful person like yourself to be your companion. Have 
you ever been able to see an inkling of worldly desire within 
me?” The general public also took upon themselves the 
task of seeking a husband for Rabia. No peace for the 
poor soul whatsoever. In their search for a bride for the 
Governor of Basra they hit upon Rabia as a prospective 
one. But Rabia had her reply ready for them. “Renouncing 
this world means peace; nursing love for it means unceasing 
sorrow. Curb your desires, control yourself. Never allow 
another person to have control over you. Share with them 
your heritage, and the worries and botheration of old age. 
To tell them about your own state — let your whole attention 
be focussed on the last day on this earth. To speak about 
myself — God will provide me with everything that you 


5 Ibid. 
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people can ever give, and two times that. I don’t want to 
keep my mind separate from Him even for a moment. So, 
let me bid goodbye now.” 


Hasan was very popular among the Sufis of the day as a 
great devotee and a scholar. One day he came to Rabia’s 
humble abode, along with some of his friends. They began 
to press her to choose one person from among these 
greatest Sufis of the country as her husband. The pressure 
was so great that Rabia had to invent some way to get out 
of the situation. So she said, “All right, Iam in complete 
agreement with you, except for a small thing. Who among 
you, do you think, is the best educated person whom | 
can accept as my husband?” “‘Basra’s Hasan,” came their 
already-prepared unanimous reply. “Then,” she added, “T 
have to ask four questions. If you can give me suitable 
answers to all of them I will certainly become your wife.” 
Hasan stood cheerful and ready to meet the challenge, 
placing his full trust on the fact that with God’s help and 
grace he would be able to give proper answers. He waited. 


Out came the first question, sharp as an arrow, “At the 
time of my death what judgement will the World’s Judge 
pass on me — that I left this world as a Muslim or as an 
unbeliever?” 


Hasan: “Oh! Aren’t these mysterious things beyond the 
ken of human understanding? Only God is aware of such 
things.” 
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Rabia, “Then, let’s go for the next. At the moment when 
my body is lowered into a grave-pit will I be able to give 
correct answers to the questions asked by Munkar and 
Nakir.””* 


Hasan: “This is also a very mysterious subject. 


Rabia: “Well, when all the people assemble for the 
Resurrection and the books’ are distributed, you know, 
some will be given in the right hand and the others in the 
left — now, on which hand of mine will I be given?” 


Hasan: “That also falls under the category of the most 
hidden and mysterious things.” 


Rabia had one more question to ask. It was this, “On the 
final day (the Day of Judgement) when the whole of 
mankind is summoned and when they are assembled, some 
will be sent to Heaven and some to Hell. In which of the 
two groups will I find myself?” Hasan could only give a 
very evasive reply to this also, “This also is one of those 
matters hidden from ordinary men. None but God Almighty 
can know of such hidden things. That is His glory, His 
majesty.” Then Rabia said, “As things remain in this way, I 
am forced to live the rest of my life dealing with these four 


6 The two angels of Death who visit the dead Muslim in the 
grave and ask questions to test the faith of the deceased. 

7 The record of one’s deeds — placed in the right hand of the 
virtuous and in the left of those who have done evil. 
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questions. So how can I get time enough to occupy witha 
husband?” 


Later, again, Hasan of Basra approached her with this 
proposal, “My desire is that our lives be bound together 
with the matrimonial tie,” to which Rabia said, “Marriage 
is for those who have an existence on the phenomenal 
plane. Here, as far aslam concerned, existence itself has 
ceased to be, as I myself have been annihilated and have 
passed out of the Self. My existence or being is in Him, I 
am living in the shade of His command and power. The 
contract of marriage is to be demanded from Him; not 
from me.” 


Repentance 


Repentance played a very important role and was an 
essential part in the life of the Sufi who truly lived with 
God. “There is no right service without repentance. 
Repentance is the first of the ‘stations’ in this Path.’ 
Repentance involved: “(a) Remorse for disobedience, (b) 
Determination not to sin again, (c) Immediate abandonment 
of sin.’” We will see briefly how Rabia admitted that she 
had transgressed the dictates and gone against the wishes 
of her Beloved, and, moreover, the ways and means she 
adopted to wade through this stage with her heart full of 


8 RABIA, The Mystic, p.53. 
9 Ibid. 
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remorse and repentance, weeping, wailing and praying for 
pardon from Allah, her Lord and Master, for forgiveness. 


Rabia was always remorseful and weeping over her 
ineptitude and drawbacks. Attar, one of her biographers, 
remarks in one place, “Rabia was seen weeping always. 
One day someone asked her, ‘Why do you weep thus 
always?’ Rabia’s reply was, ‘I'am afraid whether I will be 
separated from my ever-constant friend and saviour God, 
and when I die a voice will tell me that I am not deserving.’ 
One of her prayers was: 


“O Beloved of hearts, I have none like unto Thee, 


Therefore have pity this day on this sinner who 
comes to Thee. 


O my Hope and my Rest and my Delight, 
The heart can love none other, but Thee.””! 


One day someone put a question to her, “Suppose someone 
happened to commit a number of mistakes, but afterwards 
he repents. Will God accept him.as his own?” Rabia said, 
“If God Himself does not condescend to grant him 
repentance and become ready to make him His own, can 
he ever be repentant?” Her concept of ‘repentance’ was a 
‘gift blessed by God.’ She used to say, “Simply praying 
for forgiveness with the tongue is the same as telling a lie. 


10 Ibid, p.55. 
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If I go for repentance only for myself it is certain that I will 
have some occasion in the future for repentance.” 


Once seeing a person with a piece of cloth tied around his 
head Rabia asked, ‘Why this bandage?” He said he had 
intense pain inside his head. Then she wanted to know his 
age. Thirty years. Thereupon the saintly one said, “Did 
you spend the major part of all these years suffering 
headache like this?” “Oh, no!” was the reply. Then Rabia 
began to rebuke him, “For thirty years God took good 
care of your body, keeping it fitand away from trouble. 
And now, see, simply because you had a slight discomfort 
one night you are flaunting it around with a huge turban of 
complaints around your head!” 


Rabia was laid up with some illness. One day Hasan of 
Basra came to her dwelling to enquire about her disease. 
He saw a merchant of Basra standing in the outer yard. 
The man was literally weeping. He had a money-bag of 
gold coins in his hand. On enquiry about the cause of his 
sorrow the merchant confided in Hasan, “It is Rabia, our 
beloved ascetic, who has caused me misery. If she bids 
farewell to this world, humanity as a whole will be wiped 
out. I have come here with a recommendation. But Iam 
afraid that she will refuse to comply with it outright. That is 
the reason of my sorrow. Can you mediate with her for my 
sake?” Hasan entered the cell and told Rabia about the 
merchant’s plea and petition. She listened to the whole 
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tale silently ‘and then said; “Shall not He who provides for 
those who revile Him, provide for those who love him? ... 
Ever since I have known Him, I have turned my back upon 
mankind. How should I take the wealth of someone of 
whom I do not know whether he acquired it lawfully or 
not? ... Make my excuses to that merchant that my heart 
may not be in bondage (to a creature).””"! 


A friend visited Rabia’s cell one day. He said later, “I went 
to see Rabia. She was about eighty years old then. There 
was only thin skin hanging all around what you could call 
her body. Even that skin-covering was ever prepared to 
fall off at the slightest movement. Inside the cell there were 
a grass-mat and a three-foot high cloth-stand to hang her 
clothes — rags or what little she had — on. Her shawl was 
hanging there. Palm leaves stitched together performed the 
duty of the walls of the cell. One mat, an earthen water- 
jar, and a woollen carpet which served the twin purposes 
of prayer mat and sleeping bed completed the list of her 
belongings.” Another person who visited her when she was 
ill saw a brick serving as a pillow. Most of the grass fibres 
in the mat were broken and standing up like sharp needles. 
The earthen jar was not exactly a jar. Only its base was 
there. Malik Dinar, another friend, wept seeing the brick 
and the broken jar. Rabia was cheerful. She consoled him, 
“Doesn’t the same God who provides me with food give 


II Ibid. p.24 
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food to the wealthy also? Will He forget the destitute 
because of their poverty or remember the rich only because 
they are well-off? He is fully aware of my present state. 
There is no need for me to remind Him about my condition. 
Let His will be our wish.” 


Each day at dawn Rabia used to pray, “O Lord, the night 
has disappeared, and day has come. How am I to know if 
Thou hast accepted my prayers or spurned them? Hence 
Thou should give me some sign of confirmation. Thou hast 
blessed me with the gift of this life. Also, Thou hast taken 
care of me beautifully well — it is all Thine own Glory. I will 
not move an inch from Thy door even if Thou kickest me 
out. My heart is overflowing with love for Thee.” 


During her illness, on some nights, Rabia used to slip into a 
tired sleep without reciting her prayers. By the grace of 
the Great Lord the illness left her and she became well. 
Still, due to laziness, she continued this habit; sheer 
complacency. Later she spoke to her listeners about this. 
“One day when I was sleeping I felt as if someone lifted 
me up and carried me toa wonderful garden where there 
were beautiful palaces and charming flowers. I began to 
walk around enjoying the beauty and grandeur of the place 
when I saw a small green bird. A young virgin girl was 
running after it as if she wanted to catch it. I asked her, 
‘What will you do with it after you catch that bird? Can’t 
you leave that alone?’ To tell you the truth I had never 
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seen such a pretty bird. Then the girl said, ‘Shall I show 
you something far more beautiful than this?’ ‘Of course,’ I 
was curious. She took hold of my hand and led me to the 
gate of the palace: She gave a push and the door opened. 
The light coming from a candle kept on the door enveloped 
me. The girl asked me to enter. What splendour inside! I 
had never seen such glorious beauty anywhere before: We 
roamed freely around. At last we reached a doorway 
leading to the garden. The girl walked straight toward it. I 
followed her. There we saw some servants with faces 
glowing like pearls, standing with perfumes in their hands. 
The girl asked them, ‘What are you looking for?’ They 
said, ‘We are looking for the one who was drowned in the 
sea as a martyr.’ The girl enquired, ‘Won’t you perfume 
this woman?’ They replied, ‘She has already been given 
her share. But she left it.’ On hearing this the girl withdrew 
her hand from my grasp and standing in front of me she 
said: 
“Your prayers were light and your worship rest, 
Your sleep was:ever a foe to prayer, 


Your life was an opportunity which you neglected, 
and a preparation 


It passes on and vanishes slowly and perishes.” !? 


12 Ibid, p.27 
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Saying this, the girl disappeared. When I woke up it was 
already dawn. I was remembering it quite distinctly up to 
the last detail, but I took it only as a creation of my disturbed 
thoughts — a figment of my imagination.” But by the time 
the narration was over Rabia fell down unconscious. Her 
servant was saying that ever since this dream experience 
till the last moment of her earthly existence Rabia never 
slept at night. When day ended and darkness embraced 
the earth she would climb up to the roof of the house and 
pray, ‘My Lord, the stars shine bright. The eyes of men 
remain closed. The kings keep their doors shut, the lover 
enjoys conversing with his beloved in solitude, and here 
alone I am with Thee.” 


Asceticism 


Like the Christian monks, or the spiritual seekers of most 
religions, the Sufis also hold that the first step in the path of 
spiritual advancement is purification, or a life of Purgation. 
Very hard and severe ascetic practices and rules have been 
laid down for the novitiate. Only when the novice has 
cleansed himself of even the least tinge of carnality from 
his heart could he aspire after treading the path leading to 
the Union with the Divine, that is, real spiritual life would 
start. Shabistari states: 


“Tf you ask, Who is the traveller on the road (the 
mystic way?) It is one who is aware of his own 
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origin ... He is the traveller who passes on speedily; 
he has become pure from Self as flame from 
smoke.” 


Rabia was a saint and ascetic of the highest rank. Her life 
was one which practised steadily and unswervingly the twin 
paths of poverty and self-denial up to the last moment. 


We saw before that after her release from slavery Rabia 
went straight into the desert, and built a retreat. She spent 
a long time there alone. Later, as the flow of disciples and 
devotees increased constantly and almost uniformly, she 
had to shift her residence from the desert to a populated 
area in Basra, only for their convenience. Even then her 
life was simple, quiet and silent as before, away from the 
hurry and worry of the multitude. One day some friends 
affectionately asked, “Shall we ask the men of your kinsfolk 
to appoint a servant for you?” She will do all the odd jobs 
in the house.” Rabia objected, “Alas, alas! I am ashamed 
to ask for worldly things even from His Majesty, the 
Supreme Lord and Master of the universe. Then, what 
about asking for something from those who have no claim 
of ownership or authority over any of these things?” 


According to the tenets of the Sufi religion patience or 
forbearance (sabr) is a very important and absolutely 
necessary stage on the path of spirituality; ie, it is an 


13 Ibid, p.20 
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indispensable quality that a saint should possess. Patience 
(sabr) has three steps — first: giving up complaining, this is 
called the stage of repentance; second: being contented 
with whatever comes, this is the state of the ascetics; third: 
loving whatever God does with the devotee, this is the 
stage of true friendship with God. 


We find here a close similarity to the forbearance (titiksha) 
as recommended by Shankaracharya in 
“Vivekachudamani” where he says: 


“Enduring all afflictions without attempting to rectify 
them, along with keeping oneself away from 
complaints and thoughts of retaliation, is what is 
called titiksha or forbearance.””'* 


When they go to the core or ascend the higher pinnacles 
of the spiritual mount the thoughts and actions of all souls 
are similar. 


Selfless Love 


Now we come to the stage of love, the acme of perfection 
that Rabia reached. She introduces us to it through the 
description of a dream she had, “I spent the whole night in 
contemplation on the Lord. Just before dawn I slipped 
into sleep. Then I had a dream. I saw a green tree. How 
can I give you a description of its inconceivable size and 


14 “Vivekachudamani,” v.24 


70 


beauty? Wonder amongst wonders! On the tree there were 
three very strange fruits of different hues — unseen and 
unheard of anywhere in this world — white, red and yellow. 
The very attractive green foliage of the huge tree forming a 
background for these glittering bright fruits defeated the 
clear star-spangled autumn sky in its splendour and majesty. 


“I was really captivated by them and I asked for whom 
they were intended. One person told me, ‘For yourself. 
They are yours, the fruits of your praises of all these years.’ 
Then I started to walk around the tree and I was startled 
to find eighteen fruits of the same type, but all made of 
gold, lying scattered in the dust. I exclaimed, “What a pity! 
How nice would it have been if these were also on that 
tree along with the others!’ Then that person told me, ‘All 
of these were there. But while you were offering your 
prayers, your mind was debating over the fact as to whether 
the dough had been properly leavened or not, and so these 
fruits fell down.”” This is an admonition to those who do 
not possess an inner eye and an instruction to those who 
worship God with puntty of heart and one-pointed devotion. 


It was Rabia who first introduced among the Sufis, and set 
the example through practical demonstration in her own 
life, the truth that one should cultivate love for the Lord 
without demanding and expecting any reward from Him. 
To the Sufis this was a completely novel philosophy. Till 
then all the devotees and saints of that religious system 
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worshipped the Supreme Ruler of the universe only out of 
fear of eternal perdition or prompted by the hope of 
attaining to eternal joy and peace as a reward from Him. 


One day seeing Rabia running along the road as if she 
were in terrible haste, all the Sufi monks stood dumb- 
founded. She was panting and gasping for breath, but her 
hands were firmly clasped around a lighted torch in one 
and a pitcher of water in the other. 


On enquiry about the significance of her strange behaviour 
and her mad running, holding those strange things in her 
hands, she stopped. She had put up this ludicrous act only 
to teach a lesson to those same men. They needed to be 
taught the true and correct attitude a real devotee should 
adopt when worshipping the Almighty God. So the saintly 
Rabia said, ““Why, I am on my way to set fire to heaven, 
and burn it to ashes and also drown hell into extinction in 
the depths of water. In this manner I can shred into pieces 
these two veils of ignorance that cover the vision of the 
worshippers of Allah. Only then they will be capable of 
reaching the Goal. In this way let the servants of God look 
at Him without expectations or fear. What, after all, is going 
to befall them if the expectation to reach heaven or the 
fear of falling into hell is once for all removed from their 
hearts? Surprising! Not one person is prepared to worship 
Him or love Him without any ulterior motive!” 
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One day someone queried Rabia, “Do you love God, the 
King of Kings?” Isn’t it presumptuous, a mark of ego on 
one’s part even to admit that one loves a person far, far 
superior to him in every way possible — especially Him 
who is the Highest, the Mightiest and the most Glorious? 
Was it fitting and proper for a poor destitute like Rabia to 
dare to do so? Perhaps this thought was behind this 
question. Rabia retorted, “Yes, I love Him, I do love Him.” 
“Then you hate Satan as an enemy, don’t you?” was the 
next query. “No,” definite and firm came the answer. 


The questioner was taken aback. “How can these go 
together?” He voiced his surprise. Rabia’s reply left him 
dumbfounded, “My love for God has infilled my heart up 
to the brim so that there is no room left in it for hatred of 
Satan.” She elaborated a little further, “Once the Prophet 
came to me in my dream. He asked me, ‘Rabia, don’t you 
love me?’ I told Him what I had in my mind, ‘O Prophet of 
God, is there anyone who does not love you? But then, 
here, there is a hitch. And that is, my love for God has so 
wholly filled my heart that there is not an iota of extra space 
left in it for love or hatred toward anybody, to exist therein. 
So what am I to do?’”’ 


It was at this stage that this great soul Rabia of Basra was 
observing severe penances like absolute fasting, avoiding 
sleep and devoting the entire time, night and day, in 
unbroken prayer for seven consecutive days. At last, when 
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she was about to break her fast by drinking some water or 
eating some food, the water jug slipping from her hands 
snapped into pieces and the food that had miraculously 
appeared near the door was gobbled up by the prowler 
cat. When she complained to the Supreme Lord of her 
soul about His behaviour toward her even after such hard 
austere observances, she got in reply severe admonition 
anda short sermon as to the correct attitude of unquestioning 
submission to the Divine Will with humility and self- 
abnegation. 


She herself speaks about it thus, “The moment I received 
this warning I separated myself completely from all worldly 
interests. I removed the last bit of worldly expectations 
from it. That means, during these last thirty years every 
prayer and supplication I placed before Him I did thinking 
that was my Iast on this earth. Why to say more, fearing 
that someone might walk in and try to tum me away from 
contemplation of God I even prayed in these words, ‘My 
Lord, please arrange my circumstances in such a manner 
that I can remain completely immersed in my own affairs. 
If not, other people will tum my attention away from you.” 


Teachings 


When asked by Sufyan al-Thawni about how she acquired 
such taintless, unflinching faith in God and His Grace, the 
reply that Rabia gave contains within it the whole secret of 
her life and the essence of her teachings. She said, “I have 
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been serving the Lord not out of my fear of hell, because if 
I had done it out of fear I wouldn’t be any greater than an 

unworthy labourer; nor because of my hope to enter the 

Paradise, because if I had done so in order to get something 

which had already been granted, I would be no better than 

a bad servant. I, in truth, worshipped God out of my 

uncontrollable love for Him and also prompted by my desire 

to get Him.” 


There are two verses reputed to be composed by Rabia, 
on two types of love. It is said she recited them at this 
juncture. One type deals with love that seeks its own gains, 
and the other only the Beloved and His glory. The verses 
runas follows: 


“T have loved Thee with two loves, a selfish love 
and a love that is worthy (of Thee), 


As for the love which is selfish, I occupy myself 
therein with remembrance of Thee to the exclusion 
of all others, 


As for that which is worthy of Thee, therein Thou 
raisest the veil that I may see Thee. 


Yet there is no praise to me in this or that, 


But the praise is to Thee, whether in that or this.” 
{5 “Rabia, The Mystic,” p.102. 
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One prayer that Rabia was wont to submit before the Lord 
of her heart went thus, “O Lord, if I ever worship Thee 
because of my fear of Hell, then please deign to burn me 
out in Hell, and if it is due to my desire to reach Heaven, 
then refuse me entry into Heaven. But if I worship Thee 
solely for Thy sake, O Lord, please don’t deny me the 
vision of Thy face of supernatural beauty.” 


Some Interesting Anecdotes 


There are innumerable anecdotes connected with the 
powers of Rabia. Some of those wonderful incidents are 
mentioned here. 


One day a thief got into Rabia’s cottage. Rabia was fast 
asleep. The thief took her veil and a few other things he 
saw around and made a bundle of them all. When he 
proceeded to leave the tiny dwelling-place of the saintly 
lady he could not locate the only door it had. In exasperation 
he dropped the bundle on the floor — there stood the door 
right near him in all its simplicity and obscurity. Happily he 
took up the bundle and made a dash toward the opening 
when, lo! the door vanished again and he was confronted 
by the wall of the cottage. He pinched himself to make 
sure he was awake and not dreaming or hallucinating. No, 
he was quite all nght. What a pity! He tried seven times 
the same procedure, but somehow or other the door 
seemed to be playing tricks or working some magic or 
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miracle in not permitting him to carry the bundle through it. 
Then a voice came from the corner of the room, “O man, 
don’t tire yourself by going through this performance any 
more. This woman has been living all along, completely 
surrendering everything to Us. O pick-pocket, even Satan 
has never been courageous enough to go a full round about 
her.'© How can, then, an ordinary burglar like you have 
the courage to round about her veil? If one friend is asleep, 
another is awake and keeping watch, do not bother to 
meddle with the affairs of this woman.” I wonder what 
wonderful Karma that thief must have had in stock in order 
to hear that voice! 


One day Rabia’s maid was in a hurry in getting the meal 
ready for the saint. For the recipe she had in her mind 
some onions were necessary. But there were none left in 
the house. The maid wanted to get some from the 
neighbours, but Rabia forbade her from doing so. She said, 
“Oh, no, no, you cannot beg from them. These forty years 
I have been under an oath that I will beg only from God 
and none else. Today you can prepare something without 
using onions or which does not need onion for its cooking.” 
Before she finished her utterance a bird darted into that 
place, dropped down an onion and flew away. Amazing! 


16 God asked Satan, “From where are you coming?” Satan 
replied, “From my walk to and fro on the earth and likewise my 
walk to the left and the right.” 
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That onion was already peeled and ready to go into the 
pot. But Rabia’s heart still had a lingering doubt, “Who 
knows if this is not some ploy staged by Satan to trap 
me!’ That day her meal went without onion. Her injunctions 
to the maid also came to be carried out. 


Another very interesting incident: One day Rabia went for 
a walk in the mountains. A large number of animals like the 
deer, gazelle, mountain goats and wild asses came out from 
behind the rocks and approached her by slow steps. They 
stood around her, still, gazing at her intently. Suddenly 
Hasan al-Basri came there and seeing Rabia, walked 
toward her. As soon as the animals that were standing close 
to the lady espied Hasan, the entire flock, as if at an invisible 
signal, left the place. Rabia was alone. Hasan’s blood boiled 
‘with anger and shame at this humiliation. He asked Rabia, 
“Those creatures were treating you with love, adoration 
and intimacy, but why did they run for their life on seeing 
me?” “What did you eat today?” Rabia’s rejoinder was in 
the form of a question. “Some onions fried in animal fat” — 
Hasan gave the details of his meal. “Ah yes, then, that is 
the reason,” Rabia proceeded to explain. “You are a person 
who eats their fat. So it is no wonder why they left the 
place the moment you made your appearance.” 


Here is a humorous one. Rabia was on the river-side one 
day. Hasan happened to come there. He thought this was 
an excellent opportunity to play upon the lady saint’s 
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powers. So he said, “Rabia, come fet us together pray 
two ‘rakas,’” and he threw his prayer-carpet into the river. 
He wanted Rabia to exert her special powers to keep the 
carpet floating. Among Muslims, it is said, this is a very 
popular type of miraculous spectacle to prove the sanctity 
of a claimant for sainthood. Rabia mocked at his 
ostentatious behaviour saying, “O Hasan, was it really 
necessary to offer yourself in the market-place of this world 
to the people of the next?!” Perhaps, for people of your 
type, weak that you are, it is necessary.” Saying this Rabia 
threw her prayer-mat into the air above, where it remained 
suspended. She rose up in the air, sat on the mat and called 
down to Hasan, “Come on, come. Come up here that 
everybody could see us.” But that was beyond Hasan’s 
power and he stood silent and humble. Then Rabia 
consoled him, “‘O Hasan, what you did just now, a fish can 
do, and what I did, even a fly can do. These are of no 
value. The real work for real lovers of God lies far beyond 
things like these. It is imperative that we engage ourselves 
in that type of work.” 


Last Days 


As aresult of the miserable days of her youth or the severity 
of the penances she subjected herself to — we can’t be 
sure of what — Rabia’s body became shrivelled and 


17 Meaning, “Did he need to seek to gain worldly recognition by 
a spiritual gift?” 
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emaciated. The hearts of her friends and disciples used to 
be overladen with grief and helplessness when they saw 
her frail skeleton-like form wnithing in convulsions of pain 
and agony. Still she was inflexible in her determination not 
to take medicine from any physician. She used to say the 
real malady was inside her heart. and no physician on this 
earth could relieve her of the pain due to that. For her the 
application of medicine for healing the deep wound in her 
heart and bandaging the same meant being one with her 
eternal friend, the Almighty Lord. The gnawing pain of the 
wound would find relief only by that medicine. Also the 
killing pain was within the heart, it never touched her body. 
Yet, the uncontrollable pain in the heart sent the lady’s frail 
body into convulsions. 


During these last days of her earthly existence three 
dignitaries of the Sufi community paid her a visit one day — 
Hasanof Basra, Malik Dinar and ShaqiqBalkhi— who were 
bent on teaching Rabia the duty of resignation to the will of 
God. Here I would like to quote Swami Vivekananda’s 
Persian Poem on this episode, though, as he does not 
mention ShaqiqBalkhi, the latter’s words I will have to 
interpolate in the proper place. Swamiji sings: 


“‘Rabia, sick upon her bed, 
By two saints was visited — 


Holy Malik, Hasan wise, 
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Men of mark in Moslem eyes. - 
Hasan said, ‘Whose prayer is pure, 
Will God’s chastisements endure.””!® 


To this Rabia made the comment, “I smell the odour of 
pride in this.” ShaqiqBalkhi now took up the lead inthe 
argument and said, “The claim of one who is not grateful 
for the chastisement inflicted by God is devoid of sincerity.” 
Rabia remarked, “A better attitude is needed.” Now it 
was Malik’s turn. To quote Swamiji again: 


“Malik, from a deeper sense, 
Uttered his experience: 

‘He who loves his Master’s choice 
Will in chastisement rejoice.” 

Rabia saw some selfish will | 

In their maxims lingering still, 

And replied, ‘O men of grace, 

He who sees his Master’s face 
Will not in his prayers recall 

That he is chastised at all.’’”! 


18 “Inspired Talks,” p.72. 
19 Ibid, p.72. 
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To Rabia any kind of chastisement or so-called punishment 
from God like illness, infirmity, want, public ridicule and 
the like, were messengers from the Ruler of hearts as 
warnings to her.abeut some omission of a prayerful act or 


as reminders for the commission of a worshipful act. 


The shroud she had kept ready for herself always hung in 
the place of worship. Sensing that the time for her final 
departure was close at hand she called the servant and 
told her, “‘O Abda, the time has come for me to go. Don’t 
tell anyone about this. Only cover me with that shroud 
made of hair.” So Rabia had her body covered by that 
shroud and a woollen scarf when she breathed her last. 


One biographer gives some more details, “At her last 
moments many pious folk were sitting around her and she 
bade them, ‘Rise and go out; fora moment leave the way 
free for the messengers of God Most High.’ All rose and 
went out and when they had closed the door, they heard 
the voice of Rabia making her profession of faith and they 
heard a voice saying, ‘O soul at rest, return to my Lord, 
satisfied with Him, giving satisfaction to Him. So enter 


among My servants and enter into My Paradise.’ 
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“There was no further sound heard, they retumed and found 
that her soul had departed. As soon as she had rendered 
up her fast breath, the doctors who were assembled had 
her body washed, recited over it the prayers for the dead 
and placed it in its last abode.”” 


Rabia-al-Adawiyya is said to have left her body as a wom- 
-out garment and attained the final at-one-ment with her 
Lord in AD 801. 


20 “‘Rabia, The Mystic,” p.44. 
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Sabari 


_,. They were panting and gasping for breath. Seeing 
their faces, with a sense of victory written all over, he asked, 
“What, it looks as if you have been successful in your 
attempt. Could you find out who it was?” The boys 
shouted in one voice, “Yes, Master, we found out. It is a 
woman.” The sage was stunned. “What? A woman! 
Perhaps you could not see properly in the dense 
darkness!” But the children stuck to their words. They 
insisted, “But, we saw it clearly, Master! That is a woman 
definitely. We don’t have any doubt about it at all, 
tomorrow also she will come.”” The master didn’t give any 
reply, “Yes that is true. She will come tomorrow also. 
How many days has she been coming? Yes, of course she 
will come tomorrow also. Well, I myself will go and check,” 
he mused. 


* * * 


Chinnan was the chief among the hunters in that area. 
He tended and looked after all the hunter families under 
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him with paternal affection and care. Not even once did 
the hunter tribe have to go without drinking water or getting 
sufficient to eat. Neeli was the only child of Chinnan. Her 
body was the playground of smartness and beauty which 
vied with each other. The entire tribe loved and,adored 
her. She was like their presiding deity. She grew up 
challenging and defeating everyone in archery, physical 
exercises, swimming competitions etc. Slowly signs of 
youth entered that slender body and made her a very 
attractive woman, which put Chinnan into deep thought 
and worry. Only after getting her married to a nice young 
hunter would he have any peace of mind. But he could 
not find any young man in his own tribe suitable enough to 
marry this forest queen who was a friend alike to the deer 
and the lion cubs. At that time one bright young hunter, in 
the midst of his wanderings came from a distant clan, to 
Chinnan’s forest. 


After the departure of his parents from this earth and 
being alone without any kith and kin Velan left his own 
people and began to wander seeking his fortune. He soon 
won the attention and love of Chinnan. He was endowed 
with a wonderful physique which attracted the attention of 
all. He had large piercing eyes, great self confidence and 
fearlessness and a majestic gait. Soon he became the life 
companion of Chinnan’s daughter. Velan and Neeli moved 
into their own hut, a little away, in the same forest. 
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After settling down in their own house Velan began 
to detect some strange behavior in his wife. Before entering 
into the day’s chores she went to the nearby river and had 
abath. This was a novel thing for Velan. He could not 
understand the purpose or significance of it. He used to 
feel that it was necessary to clean one’s body after hard 
work or if it were dirty with mud and dirt. But early in the 
morning before any mud or dirt came upon the body what 
was the use of washing it? Very strange! But he didn’t 
mention anything to her. Yet there was another thing which 
he was finding very difficult to accept and which sometimes 
made him upset. Neeli would never eat fish or meat, but 
would show great aversion to his consuming it. “What is 
the meaning of this? The hunter tribes are used to meat- 
eating. Through generations, it has been their tribal tradition 
to hunt animals, but this young girl tells me everyday, 
“Please don’t hunt the animals, it is a great sin.” No peace 
in the house. All this was very strange and odd in Velan’s 
eyes. Neeli would eat only fruit and the tubes dug out 
from the earth. She said she had followed the same routine 
in herhome also. That is alright, but why should she prevent 
him from going his way. He would boil with anger sometimes 
when she argued that he should also follow the same routine. 
But not wanting to hurt his wife, he suppressed his anger. 
As days went by his patience began to give away by her 
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constant nagging. Soon some fireworks began to happen 
in the small hut shattering the peace and joy of that small 
abode. A volcano ready to burst took shape there. Soon 
a catastrophe would take place. 


Never a victim to a harsh word or a fierce look at 
anytime before, but only fondled and petted like a little 
goddess, that forest beauty had been flying high in the air, 
free like a little bird. Now being subjected to sharp looks 
and words Neeli began to shrink into within herself. She 
could not understand the meaning or reason for his attitude. 
With a broken heart she began to realize that she was slowly 
distancing herself from her husband. She suffered silently 
without knowing what to do. She knew the young man 
loved her from the bottom of his heart, she reciprocated in 
the same way. But now there stood a very thick wall 
between them, keeping them far apart. She thought and 
thought trying to find out a way to pierce through that, but 
to no avail. 


On the first day when Velan came home after his hunt, 
he brought with him a tiny little fawn. With a victorious 
gesture he threw it at the feet of Neeli and said, “Neel, 
my dear, today we will have tender flesh to eat. As soon 
as I got this one I came home, hurrying.” Neeli felt as if a 
thunderbolt had struck her. She peeped out from inside 
the house and was horrified to see a tiny, frightened baby- 
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deer. Velan had already taken out his sharp knife. No, 
that was enough. She could not contain herself any longer. 
She ran out and took the little helpless creature in her arms, 
holding it tight to her bosom. Her trembling fingers were 
looking for the knot of rope tied around its neck. Feeling 
the warmth from a human body the animal’s long eyes 
looked up at the face showering maternal love. Words 
interspersed with sobs fell from her mouth, ‘No, no, please 
don’t. Don’t kill this innocent creature even if we are to 
starve today. I can’t bear this.’ Velan laughed aloud and 
said, “Qh, even now the desire to fondle a baby is rising 
within your heart. If I knew this beforehand I would have 
brought something else also for our meal.” Though he 
didn’t understand her real purpose she also smiled quietly 
thinking that for the present the baby deer’s life was saved. 
She went inside the house. That day Velan had to content 
himself with eating fruits and tubers. The fawn became a 
member of the household. 


This did not end as the last such event in their life. 
Whichever animal was brought home by Velan Neeli 
wouldn’t allow him to kill it. Velan began to feel this 
programme intolerable. Finally he found a way out of this. 
That day he brought the animal after separating the head 
from the body. What will she do now? That was a full- 
grown antler. Beautiful long horns with many branches on 
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them rose up into the air. What.a majesty! Neeli didn’t 
utter one word. When the horns were sold in the village 
market it would enable them to purchase nice clothes and 
other necessities. Velan kept his treasure in a corner of 
the house. He cooked the flesh himself, had a good meal 
and slept peacefully. But Neeli’s heart began to experience 
astorm. Whenever she walked through the room in and 
out, the long, pleading eyes of the antler seemed to follow 
her. She felt that those eyes had a magic spell in them. 
She couldn’t sleep that night. Rolling this way and that 
way she spent the night. Seeing the young man sleeping 
soundly with contentment and peace written all over his 
face she felt anger and hatred filling her heart. She pined 
for some peace in her life. | 


In the end Neeli got up quietly. Opening the door 
she came out into the silence of the dark night. Hearing a 
slight sound nearby she looked around and saw the baby 
deer leaning against her legs. Gathering it into her arms 
she began to walk. Will the heat of the heart get softened 
by the coolness of the forest? Immersed in her own 
thoughts she walked on and on and didn’t realize that she 
had wandered to a far off section of the forest. Awakened 
suddenly from her reverie, she looked around. Quite an 
unknown place. But the air was filled with the murmuring 
sound of a flowing river. If she walked alongside its banks, 
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perhaps she might reach some human settlement. To go 
to the left or the ight? The feet moved where her fate led 
her. She didn’t know that the hands of destiny were taking 
her further and further away from Velan and her tribe. 


The god of water and of wind began to get busy 
preparing for the advent of the Sun. Our little forest 
goddess reached the banks of the river holding the fawn 
tightly to her breast. She got engrossed in watching the 
beauty of the forest around. Suddenly she got a shock. 
Human voices were approaching the area where she was. 
She had heard of cannibals roaming around in the deepest 
parts of the forest. For fear of them the hunters always 
moved from place to place in large groups. Are some of 
them approaching her? Has she at last come to their abode? 
She froze. The fawn has been walking with her keeping 
close to her feet. Anyway she had to save herself somehow. 
In a moment she was up on the top of a tree climbing up 
with the help of some ivy. The deer was in her arms. She 
settled herself on a strong branch surrounded by thick 
leaves. She peeped out through the leaves. The human 
voices were drawing near. But she was thnilled by the 
scene that presented itself before her eyes. A band of 
young boys between 12 and 20 were gathering twigs and 
small branches from the trees around. What cute little 
boys! How nice and shining is their skin! The hunters 
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were dark as coal. But, look at them. Fair and tender like 
the skin of a fresh fruit. Her mother heart cried silently as 
to whether those delicate bodies would get scratches and 
be hurt by the thorns in the shrub. Comparing these 
celestial boys with the hunters who were always sturdy, 
thick-skinned and of dark complexion, she wondered 
whether they were really forest deities. Hair nicely tied 
behind their neck, with some white marks on their foreheads: 
and other parts of the body, they looked simply beautiful. 
Soon the boys had gathered bundles of faggots and she 
saw them leaving the place. Neeli sat on the tree for 
sometime more and then came down with the fawn clinging 
to her body. 


Being sure that the boys would not come back, Neeli 
began to walk. First she had a good bath in the river. As 
soon as she came out of the water realization flashed 
through her mind — “Oh, now I understand who they are. 
They must be ashram! boys.” She had heard Chinnan and 
others talking about Rishis and their ashrams, in a voice 
full of amazement, reverence and devotion. A fire was 
always kept burning in those ashrams. Also the residents 
would be often chanting some ‘mantras’ in some strange 
language. The young members used to be trained in this. 
The children of famous maharajas and of that high caste 


' hermitage 
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called Brahmins came to stay there and study. The ashram 
people never harmed anyone. An ashram is a place where 
the tiger and the deer, the elephant and the peacock roam 
about amicably. These children also must be belonging to 
some such ashram. Sure and certain there is an ashram in 
the near neighbourhood. At the mere thought of this she 
felt a thrill. In pure joy she danced around in the sand. 
Whenever during conversation mention was made about 
the Rishis? or ashrams, she used to feel that something that 
lay huddled up in a corner of her heart was waking up. 
Smart and sprightly, Neeli could never sit quiet and still in 
any place at any time. But, the same girl, whenever she 
listened to something spoken about the Rishis, would 
become still and listen attentively with a beautiful smile on 
her lips —- Chinnan had observed this many times. Neeli 
felt that she had come upon suddenly that which she had 
been searching for since a long time. 


But this joy was momentary. The hunters were 
banned from entering the holy ashram precincts. She 
suddenly remembered that. Her face grew pale. Slowly 
she walked on and reached a beautiful part of the forest 
considerably far away from the area where the ashram 
boys used to come to collect the faggots. Sitting inside a 
clump of leaves on a tree she daily observed them. She 
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found that the boys were reciting something ina particular 
tune when they were busy with their work. She could not 
decipher the words, but she found out that they were trying 
to learn something by heart. Slowly she also began to 
hum the chanting though her pronunciation was not alright. 
Night and day her throat hummed the chanting. One day 
emboldened a little more she began to follow the boys at a 
distance. She found them entering an enclosure inside 
which there were many small cottages. She climbed up a 
tree and peeped out. Neatly laid out gardens with well- 
preserved plants and shrubs filled the place. “‘So, this is 
what they call an ashram!” She saw many young and older 
women walking around in the place. What wonderful skin 
they had! She looked at her own and shrank into herself 
with shame. Though strong and well-built the blackness 
of her rough skin irked her. Look, how nicely they have 
covered their limbs modestly by using barks and animal 
skin! Then and there she decided that she would also 
cover her body, from now on, in the same way. 


Just then an imposing looking man emerged from the 
large cottage in the centre. The long white hair and beard 
gave him a majestic look. How firm and self-assured was 
his gait! The boys ran to him from all around and respectfully 
touched his feet. So, this must be the Rishi, the guru, she 
thought. The muni and the boys moved towards a large 
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tree and sat under it. Soon a fire was Jit and the sweet 
smoke rose up into-the air. Suddenly she heard them doing 
their chanting. The sonorous voice of the muni was leading 
it. It looked as if the whole forest-side was listening with 
rapt attention. Slowly in the vicinity of Matanga ashram 
an unknown, unseen disciple took shape. 


* * * 


The more Neeli saw the Rishi, the more love, regard 
and respect for him grew up within her heart. But her feet 
were bound. if her presence in the vicinity were known to 
anyone by chance, they would reduce her into a pulp. But 
she dearly wanted to do some service to the great man. 
One day she decided upon a plan. Every day the ashram 
boys engaged themselves in collecting firewood to keep 
the fire going. Why couldn’t she do something to help 
them in their task? She had by now learnt most of the 
chantings of the boys by heart. Humming them quietly to 
herself she collected pieces of wood to make a big bundle 
everyday. She had found out that the muni’ and the disciples 
went for a dip in the river daily at three O’ clock early in 
the morning. Before that auspicious hour she carried the 
bundle on her head and deposited it just outside the ashram 
gate so that the residents of the ashram would see it as 
soon as they stepped out. On the first day itself the Rishi 
noticed this. He asked the boys to take it inside the ashram. 
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After some days, Neeli’s service—sadhana took a 
further step forward. Daily she began to sweep the 
pathway along-which the Rishi walked towards the river 
and back. These aroused the curiosity of the teacher. He 
Was surprised and puzzled as it-was repeated day after 
day. Now it was time to do seme investigation as to find 
out who was behind this silent devoted service. As a result 
of that the boys found out that the culprit was a woman. 

* * * 

One day, as usual, Neeli placed the bundle quietly 
near the gate and rose up. Suddenly the ashram gate 
opened and the Rishi came out. The poor girl trembled in 
her feet. Unable to move she covered her face with her 
hands. Suddenly she was roused up by a soothing voice, 
“My child, don’t be frightened.” She opened her eyes 
and found the big man standing close to her. Ina trice she 
was on the ground sobbing aloud, “Please Sir, please don’t 
be angry with me. I am a poor woman. I know I did 
something wrong. Please forgive me, Master, please.” The 
soothing voice caressed her, “My girl, you get up and tell 
me who you are.” She felt a little relief and somehow 
introduced herself. “I am a Sabari, a hunter girl.” The 
Rishi said, “Alnght, you do one thing. You come here this 
evening. When the boys go to collect firewood, then Iam 
free for sometime. I want to talk to you.” “I shall do so,” 
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replying thus ina voice brimming over with relief, joy and 
awe, she disappeared among the trees. 


She went straight to the river. She gave a hug to the 
fawn which was closely following her. Ithad already grown 
up into a beautiful animal. Hugging it close to her body 
she whispered, “Can you imagine, my dear, that the Rishi 
wants to meet me personally this evening —me, this Neeli, 
your CEabari! Will he punish me? Even if he does, it will be 
a great blessing.” Since the last few days she had been 
scrubbing and scrubbing her body in her attempt to make 
her skin look shining and white like the colour of the ashram 
women. But to no purpose. The body became clean but 
the colour didn’t change. Still she continued her efforts. 
After bath, she dressed her hair on the pattern of those 
ladies. In the afternoon she tied it in a bun on the top of 
her head imitating the ashram women. The ashram inmates 
had white lines on their foreheads and different parts of 
their body. Without knowing what stuff they were using to 
make these marks, she took some ashes from the fire- 
place and adorned her body also in the same way. 


Neeli spent the day in a state of unknown fear and 
expectation. By late afternoon she reached the ashram 
surroundings. The old man was already there waiting for 
her. Forgetting everything she fell at his feet. The muni 
blessed her extending his arms. “Sabari, how did you 
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happen to come here? Who are you? Where are your 
people? Who else is in your home? Tell me all plainly.” 
She looked into the eyes overflowing with love. All her 
fear and concern were gone. Words came out in torrents 
from her. She told him her whole story in plain words. 
Rishi Matanga’s eyes filled with wonder. This young 
hunter-girl has reached that stage of spiritual evolution 
which is arrived at only after numberless births by most 
people. He said, “I understand everything. Now tell me 
one thing, how do you live here, alone? You, a young girl, 
how can you live here alone. Aren’t you afraid?” Caressing 
the deer fondly she replied, “No, Great one, both of us 
are companions who escaped from Velan’s sharp knife 
and cruel behaviour. Also, in the neighbourhood of your 
ashram there is no place for fear.” The ascetic smiled, 
“Everyday you bring for us a huge bundle of firewood. 
Don’t you feel concerned that you may step on some snake 
in the darkness?” “My life is not of so much importance 
for anybody, revered Sir. Iam so desirous of offering you 
some service within my capacity that I do it daily. Is there 
something wrong with it?” the Rishi consoled her saying it 
was alright. 


Trembling with fear Sabari asked a question, “Master, 
Ihave a wish. If it isa wrong one please consider that it is 
the outcome of my ignorance. The hymns that you teach 


97 


your students everyday used to reach my ears. Most of it 
Ihave already learnt by heart. Can you teach me that in 
the proper way?” The muni was shocked at first and 
looked at her in wonder. But she continued “I know there 
are many mistakes in my chanting. Itis enough if you correct 
them.” Following his order, she recited what she had learnt. 
Except for some mistakes in intonation her whole chanting 
was correct. Pleased with this, the great man said, “My 
child, Sabari, these mantras depicting the details and 
significance of Yagas* and Yajnas° are of no use to you. I 
will teach you the principle of God realization. Everyday 
you come here and wait for me.” Unable to control herself 
she sobbed and fell at his feet. After blessing her profusely 
the muni turned his steps towards the river. 


“The Rishi is going to teach me the principle of God- 
realization! My child, do you know what it means?” With 
her arms around the deer’s neck CEabari is wondering. 
The hunters also have got their own festivals and special 
days, and some gods too. On certain full moon days they 
offer alcohol and blood to please them. During those days 
the concourse of those hunters would be fairly large. Again, 
they have the worship of forest deities. And many others 
too. But behind all these if there was any subtle principle 


* Sacrificial rites 
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or not Sabari hadn’t known. She loved the worship of the 
forest deity. It was a simple clean one. But on the days 
when blood and alcohol were used for worship, she didn’t 
dare to come out of the house. After the worship the men 
and the women had plenty of ‘prasaada’ and they would 
indulge in some kind of quaint dance, singing weird songs 
and shouting in the moonlight. Closing her ears she would 
remain within the house. The principle the Rishi was going 
to teach her must certainly be not of this type. From her 
experiences she had understood that such weird 
happenings did not have any place within the ashram. 


The following day, at the prescribed hour Sabari 
presented herself underneath the tree. Matanga Rishi led 
her slowly and carefully through the path of spiritual 
progress. Gradually a tiny university took shape in that 
forest clearing where thoughts of discrimination based on 
caste, colour or creed had no place. But enraged at the 
prospect of admitting a hunter girl of low birth as a student 
on an equal footing with them, some of the ashram boys 
left the place looking for other gurus. The Rishi was 
unperturbed by this. He was very happy that his newly 
admitted student was meticulous in following and practising 
the instructions given by him. The girl was really 
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progressing well in her devotion and meditation as days 


went by. 


* * * 


In course of time, the old Rishi passed away. By this 
time Sabari had become a proper inmate of the ashram. 
Sitting near the bed she cried her heart out. At that moment 
when her sole support in this world was going to leave this 
world, she pleaded, “My Lord, you saved me from my 
ignorant existence and raised me to a higher way of life. If 
you leave me here I’! be alone in this wide, wide world. 
Please take me also with you.” Clinging on to the shrunken 
feet she wept and wept. The great Rishi told her, “No, my 
child, it is not yet time for you to go. Many more years 
you have to be on this earth. I have given you Sri Rama’s 
mantra. You can leave this world only after realizing the 
result of a long life of austerity. Soon the great Lord of the 
universe will take birth in the form of Ramachandra, son of 
King Dasaratha. Sri Hari takes human form only with the 
purpose of destroying bad people and for saving good 
people like you. One day Lord Rama will come to you. 
Till then you have to remain alive. The Lord will then give 
you liberation.” 
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The Rishi breathed his last. That great soul, left his 
body down below like a used up garment and got 
absorbed in the lotus feet of God. Helpless CEabari wept 
broken hearted. 


* * * 


From then on CEabari had been waiting for the great 
event, the arrival of Sri Rama. Getting up early in the 
moming, she would sweep and clean her small hut and the 
surroundings. Then have a dip in the river. Afterwards a 
plan of action would be organized regarding the programme 
to offer hospitality to the Lord. As days went by it was 
written and re-written millions of times. Every day she 
went to the deeper parts of the forest and with great care 
and devotion picked and chose the most juicy and sweet 
fruit of various kinds. At one end of the small verandah of 
her hut was a basket of the choicest flowers. Nearby the 
fruits. She never forgot to place clean drinking water also 
in a leaf-bowl. Then, sitting and watching, hoping and 
waiting. Days slided into weeks and they into months and 
years, still Ramachandra hadn’t come. The young hunter 
girl’s healthy strong body shrank into a mere skeleton of a 
few bones. Her teeth had already said goodbye and the 
hair almost gone. Even her eyesight grew very dim, still 
the waiting continued. Many times the withered body found 
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it difficult to move around as a result of which the same 
baskets of fruit and flowers remained on the verandah 
unchanged for a few days. Only her heart did not dry up, 
the rays of hope and expectation remained firm and bright 
as ever. 


Sometimes she would wonder- “I haven’t met Sri 
Rama. How will I recognize him when he makes his 
appearance?” and again, “Will this great prince care to 
come all the way here to meet this insignificant old woman? 
How will he know that I am waiting and waiting? But the 
Rishi said he is God himself. He knows everything. Nothing 
has to be said to him. But then, how am I to recognize him 
when he comes accompanied by hundreds of people? I 
know I’Il pick him out from the rest of the crowd as he is 
the indwelling spirit in me.” 


She had long ago made a beautiful seat for Sn Rama 
out of soft thin strands of darbha leaf. By now there are 
only a few threads left in it. That is enough. Ifhe comes in 
the cold season should I wash his feet to clean them or 
not? Can’t decide. Anyway I will rub and rub and rub 
and make them warm. Will the royal personage like my 
forest fruit? He should. How carefully, after long search I 
pick and choose them. If she found them not perfect she 
would give a bite and test. Ah, tastes like ambrosia. In 


102 


her imagination she saw the wonderful smile of satisfaction 
and love on that beautiful face of Sri Ramachandra. Will 
she be able to contain the joy brimming over in her heart 
seeing the sense of happiness on that divine face? She felt 
thrilled all over. Years and years rolled on, but the son of 
Dasaratha did not make his appearance. 


* * * 


Submitting to the unjust demands of his favourite 
queen, King Dasaratha had to ask his dear son Rama to 
go to the forest for fourteen years. The obedient prince 
started at once accompanied by his Divine consort Sita 
and dear brother Lakshmana. In reality this was a drama 
staged by Providence. The purpose of Sri Rama’s 
incarnation was to remove the evil doers from off the face 
of the earth and to protect the righteous people. The palace 
episode involving Queen Kaikeyi was just a part of the 
real play. As per arrangement Sita hid herself in the hands 
of the Fire God, keeping the illusory form of herself in the 
forest. Enamoured by the beauty of that woman, Ravana, 
the demon king of Sri Lanka, kidnapped her. The 
heartbroken husband began to look for his lost wife and 
wandered through the forest. The forest-dwelling ascetics 
waited for his coming to their ashrams, but were surprised 
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that the young prince was not asking them about the 
whereabouts of his wife Sita, but of Sabari! What a 
wonderful play of the Lord, ununderstandable. 


The brothers Rama and Lakshmana were hurrying 
to the south towards Kishkindha after granting salvation 
to the great eagle Jatayu who was waiting for them to come 
and bless him before he died of the wounds inflicted on 
him by the demon Ravana. Innumerable ascetics had set 
up their ashramas in different parts of the vast forest. 
Through intuition they found out that the great Lord in 
human form born as the son of king Dasaratha had come 
to their mountain. For the last few days the ascetics and 
their disciples were busy in making preparations to entertain 
Sri Rama. He had already reached their gate. With lamps, 
flowers etc they approached him. But surprise of surprises! 
He did not even glance at them, but asked them a straight 
question, “Where is Sabari, my Sabari?”” Whom is he 
looking for? There are hundred and hundreds of hunter 
families around. “I am ina hurry to see Sabari, my Sabari 
the greatest among the ascetics.”” Without waiting for any 
response Ramachandra has already left. Who is this 
fortunate woman to see whom the Lord of the Universe is 
impatiently running, ignoring the great Rishis around? Let 
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us also get blessed by having a glimpse of that blessed 
soul. They also followed the prince in his journey. In due 
course the crowd following the princes grew larger and 
larger. Sri Rama enquired at every ashrama he came to 
about Sabari. At last the people from a far off ashram told 
him, “Lord, we don’t understand which hunter-woman you 
are looking for. We were the disciples of Rishi Matanga. 
He had a hunter-girl as his disciple. She was generally 
known as Sabari. Irked at having taken a hunter-woman 
into the ashram as co-disciple, we left him. She is a silly 
woman with no knowledge about God or the world. As 
far as we know she is still in Matanga ashram along with 
the other disciples.” The face of Sri Rama glowed with 
joy. Blessing them with his benign look he expressed his 
joy, “Yes, yes, that is my Sabari. Tell me quickly where I 
can find her. [have no time to lose.”’ The Lord had already 
started walking, no, almost running. The whole host of 
ascetics and even Lakshmana found it difficult to keep pace 
with him. 


* * * 


Old Sabari sitting in front of her hut suddenly felt that 
her long wait was over. There he comes, the Lord of my 
heart, the object of my adoration, about whom my guru 
had told me decades ago. Her eyes and ears had long 
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ago bidden adieu to her. But now she jumped up with the 
alacrity of a young girl and ran towards the Lord and Master 
of her heart. She fell at the feet of the Lord and clung to 
them, washing them with tears of joy. How did she pick 
out the Lord of the universe from among the crowd which 
as a whole was decked in ascetics’ dress? That is a secret 
contract between the Supreme God and His devotee. We 
can never delve into it. Kissing those sacred feet she took 
away all the dust and dirt from them. She worshipped the 
feet of the Lord adoring them with a garland of heartfelt 
sobs, “My Lord, at last You came to me.... I can’t believe 
it..... but, can the words of my guru go wrong?.... 
Thousands of times I have seen You in my hut..... but all 
was my fancy .... is this also a mere dream?” Now, the 
ascetics standing around realized why the Lord of the 
universe had been running without even waiting to bless 
their holy ashrams. Sabari, you are the most blessed among 
the blessed, the greatest devotee among the devotees. Our 
silent adoration and homage to thee. 


Suddenly Sabari became aware of the surroundings, 
“How silly I have been? The Lord, tired out after his long 
walk, has been made to stand here all this while.” She got 
up quickly and ran towards the cottage. The smartness 
and agility of a seventeen year old were seen in her 
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movement. She cried, “O Lord, please forgive my mistake. 
Without paying heed to Your tiredness and need to rest, I 
in my selfishness, had been drinking to my fill the life-giving 
essence of the grace of Your Holy feet. Please be kind 
enough to come into my cottage. Itis atiny hut.” The 
world-bewitching smile and the all-understanding eyes 
danced in love and satisfaction. He looked around at the 
silent spectators of the ascetics of various denominations, 
ages and spiritual advancement and put forward a silent 
question. “Did you see, don’t you understand who my 
(Eaban is and why I have been in a hurry to come and find 
her? If I were late it would have been disastrous.” 


Sabari was in the midst of her service to the Lord. 
She served Him with the water from the leaf-cup, it didn’t 
matter that it had been collected two days ago — washing 
the dust off his feet. She wiped them with the end of her 
dress. She made Him sit on that neat little seat, though 
very dry by this time. She went inside the hut and brought 
the basket of fruit. They had been collected three days 
ago as her body was too emaciated to move around often. 
Some of them were already rotten. Couldn’t guarantee 
that all were perfect and ripe, some could be sour too. 
So, she took the fruit one by one, bit it to make sure it was 
ripe and then handed it over to the Lord. With an 
understanding smile dancing around his lips, the Lord of 
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the universe almost snatched it from her and ate it joyfully. 
The ascetic community, unable to understand the deep 
meaning behind this drama, stood aghast. The offering to 
the Lord should be pure to the utmost without even being 
polluted by one’s breath. And now the leavings from one’s 
own eating is getting blessed with great love and grace by 
the Lord! Who can penetrate such strange actions of the 
Lord? CEaban is completely unaware of all these minute 
observances in worship. She did not even seem to be 
noticing the people standing around. Suddenly her eyes 
fell on Prince Lakshmana standing behind Rama. Quite 
naturally she extended her arm to him also after making 
sure that the fruit she was giving was sweet and good 
enough. But the young man was not interested. Giving 
her a strange look he tumed his face away. With a cunning 
smile, Sri Rama took that and ate it. 


Gazing at the compassionate face of the Lord, her 
eyes brimming over with tears, CEaban told the Lord, “My 
Lord, I don’t know how to praise You properly. Iama 
woman, and that a completely ignorant person. I am the 
most foolish among women. I ama stranger to the etiquette 
and manners of even my own tribe. I am one isolated 
from every group.” Her hands were finding solace and 
succour by caressing the shoulders and body of the Lord. 
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Sweet life-giving words poured out from the divine face, 
“(Eaban, listen to me. No one will be able to come to me 
except through pure devotion. Even if one has high family 
heritage behind him, purity of life, good name, wealth and 
prestige, physical strength, popularity or the capacities to 
do all kinds of great things, if there is no devotion to God 
to go along with it all these become useless. Listen to my 
words. Keep them close to your heart. There are nine 
types of devotional aspects. The first is company of the 
holy, second love to listen to divine discourses, and thirdly 
serving the feet of the Guru with humility. The fourth is the 
tendency to sing the glories of God without any selfish 
motive. The fifth one is doing japa of my name with utmost 
faith. The sixth is leading a life along the path designated 
by the great teachers, after cultivating good characteristics 
with absolute self-control and without allowing the mind 
to get involved in various activities. The devotional aspect 
followed by the seventh way is to see the whole world 
permeated by me and looking upon my devotees as greater 
than myself. The eighth one is that one should be 
completely contented with whatever comes to hand and 
not caring to find out the drawbacks and faults of others. 
The ninth and the last one is that one be sincere and frank 
in one’s dealings with others and remain happy and 
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trustworthy in daily actions. One who adopts anyone of 
these devotional exercises — be ita woman or man, Brahmin 
or untouchable- is very dear to me. Regarding you, all 
these nine aspects are clearly and beautifully present in 
you. You have reached that state which yogis have been 
trying through ages to reach and not yet succeeded. The 
result of seeing me — that is, self-realisation — you have 
already attained. Now tell me do you know anything about 
the daughter of King Janaka?” “My Lord, if you go near 
the river Pampa you can meet Sugreeva and strike up a 
friendship with him. He will provide you with all the 
information necessary. O Lord of lords, you are well 
established in perfect bliss. You know everything, still like 
an ordinary man you are making these enquiries of me.” 


Prostrating again and again at the feet of Lord 
incarnate she narrated to him her whole story — how she 
had been obedient to the advice of Rishi Matanga, the 
history of her long, long wait. The ascetic community stood 
there stunned, overwhelmed with wonder and joy. Now 
they understood the real nature of an ascetic life, the exact 
form of true asceticism, the ways and means of doing 
penances in order to make oneself fit enough to receive 
the grace of the Lord. Perhaps in order to teach them 
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what true devotion and love for God were, the merciful 
Lord enacted this wonderful drama. 


The story is over. She sat there drinking in the 
sweetness of the Lord’s beauty to her fill. Will this be 
available again in the future? No, once for all it is hers. 
Like a statue soaked in indescribable bliss she continued 
to gaze at him. Throwing the ascetics into wonder and joy 
she slowly slipped into deep meditation. In that blissful 
state she threw away the mantle of her emaciated body 
and became one with the Absolute Lord. Tulasidas says, 
‘Oman, throw away all the programmes of your activities 
which will lead you only to sorrow and sorrow alone and 
also give up every unrighteous thought, customs and 
manners forever. Try your best to develop love for the 
lotus feet of the Lord with full faith.” He continues, “The 
great Lord blessed with liberation even a humble woman 
of low birth. My foolish mind, why do you roam around 
following the pleasures of this world ignoring such a noble 
Master?” 


* * * 


Devotees who walk over the mountainous regions of 
Sabarimala*, with great feeling and yearning to meet the 


6 The holy mountain regions of that name. 
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Lord, have you ever contemplated on the fact that you are 
trampling under your feet the sacred place sanctified by 
the lifelong penances and spiritual practices of Sri 
Ramachandra’s beloved devotee — “Sabari”? Have you 
ever tried to pause and listen, when passing the seat of 
Sabari, to the low singing of the Lord’s name in the 
woman’s voice still resounding over that mountain region? 
Next time when you go please try to catch the echo of the 
Taraka’ mantra incessantly chanted by Lord Hara Himself. 
When you approach the boundary walls, please stop, 
pause to listen to the heavenly voice. She in her own way 
will hand over to you invisible blessings as she did hand 
over the fruit into the hands of the great Lord ages ago. 


7The mantram of Lord Rama. 
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